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TIME TO RETIRE

 


She gazed out the window of the
airplane as if looking for someone in a crowd of 30 million people.
The lights of metro Tokyo, spreading across the Kanto Plain all the
way to Mount Fuji, were like stars in a galaxy far away from the
rest of the universe. As we flew over Chiba and Kujukuri beach, the
main island of Japan faded into a woodblock carving of rice fields
in the distance. Ahead of us, the Pacific appeared like a giant
whale swimming into the night. We were headed for the international
date-line, and our scheduled arrival time in Los Angeles was a few
minutes before our departure time in Tokyo.

As the plane ascended and Japan
disappeared, she began to cry. She wiped her tears with a white
tissue and composed herself. She put on the plane's earphones and
flipped through channels until she found something to lift her
mood.

She was sweating, and I
wondered if she was afraid of flying. I thought she looked forlorn
but also cute in her own way. She was wearing a brown sweater,
jeans and yellow socks with little pink piggies. She looked
like Chibi Maruko-chan, a little cartoon schoolgirl with a chin shaped like a
tea-cup. Like Maruko-chan, her hair was cut short to form a bowl
around her head. Despite the stress of boarding the plane at Narita
airport, she still smelled like a bubble bath.

As we reached cruising altitude, she
took a full breath of air and relaxed her head against a pillow,
savoring the experience of distance. The wind played the airplane
like an instrument accompanying the music on her headphones. She
took out her earphones and I noticed it was music from the Andes.
This gave me an excuse to talk to her.

"It's good music," I said, trying to
get her attention.

She didn’t look at me at first.
Instead, she looked at my hiking boots, my patched up jeans with a
black rhinestone belt, and my small backpack under the seat. She
could tell I was a traveler like her. We were both in our late
twenties, dreaming of a better life ahead.

“I like Andean music too,”
I said in Japanese, which I thought might relax her.

“Yes,” she said.

“Your first time going to
the United States?”

“No,” she said.

“Vacation?”

“Not really.”

To try to break the ice, I told her my
name was “Kurisu", short for Cristobal Colon, the man who
"discovered" that the Americas were full of indigenous people. I
tried to impress her by writing “Ku-ri-su” in kanji characters
meaning "sky logic nest".

“Your Japanese writing is
good,” she said. “Can you speak Spanish also?”

"I've been studying Spanish and want
to improve,” I said. “I'm on my way to Latin America, starting with
Costa Rica.”

“Costa Rica? I’m going
there too.”

“Nice. You’ve been there
before?”

"I have been to America, but it's my
first time to Latin America.”

“I’ve been to Mexico, but
never to Central America.,” I said. “By the way, what’s your name,
if you don’t mind my asking.”

She paused to think. "Chika," she
said.

“Nice name. It means girl
in Spanish. You can speak Spanish also?”

“No. But I want to
learn.”

“I think traveling or
working in a country is the best way to learn a language,” I said.
“I worked a long time in Japan. But too much stress and fatigue.
I’m burned out. I need a break from Japan. I’ve always wanted to
travel in Central and South America.”

“You need to retire,” she
said.

“Retire? Like a senior
citizen?

"So
da yo," she declared, puffing herself
forward. "I am retired."

"You're very young to retire," I said,
playing along with her. "I think you mean to say that you're taking
a holiday."

"No-oh-oh. I wanna retire, starting
tomorrow," she said with a bubbly and contagious laugh that egged
me on to play along with her. "I have already done enough
work.”

 


With a long flight ahead,
we had plenty of time to tell each other stories. She seemed to
like me, and wanted me to know more about her. She told a brief
history of her life, from nursery school, kindergarten,
juku after school
and university, followed by part-time jobs at a
travel agency, transport company and resort hotel.

“I have already done too
much work,” she said. “And also overtime, da yo. And time riding the train. And
time worrying about jobs in the future. So it’s like I have done
over 30 years of work.”

"Me too," I said, playing along with
her. “I’ve done too many different jobs that didn’t give me
financial security. I feel like I can’t get ahead. I’m just
swimming to keep my head above water. Based on the amount of work,
stress and commuting, I feel like I’m already in my
fifties."

"So
da yo," she said. "Time to
retire."

Time to retire.
This trumpeted through our minds.

“I love Japan but I feel
like I don’t have a clear future in Japan,” I said. “It’s like they
want me to be an Egyptian slave building the pyramids. But I want
to go cruising down the Nile River.”

“Yes, time to retire,” she
said. “I’m serious. I know many Japanese who've retired in their
twenties. They live in southeast Asia, or places like Seattle and
Vancouver. The world outside of Japan is cheap compared to Tokyo.
Pizza for one dollar a slice. Lunch specials for 5 dollars. Local
telephone calls at low fixed rates. But many have to wash dishes in
Japanese restaurants yo."

"Yes, but it's better than salaryman
office life in Tokyo.”

"Tokyo people are like rats in
test-tubes," she said. "Too much pressure. I want to be like people
in Thailand. Everyday, summer."

"I know. It's good to retire now,
Chika. Time to throw away your watch."

“I already have my
retirement clothes,” she said. “Cool cottons for beaches and
concerts. Dark clothing to hide stains between washings. My
clothing is cheap enough to be lost or stolen."

“You really only need two
sets of clothing,” I said. “One for wearing, while the other is
washing and drying."

“Also one set for sleeping
and dreaming,” she said.

"So what are you going to do for your
retirement?”

"I wanna sleep. I wanna dream,” she
said. “I wanna experience distance from our narrow
country."

“I think people need a
special hobby to enjoy retirement.”

"Hobby? Yes, I have. My hobby is
collecting tissue from five-star hotel bathrooms."

I laughed. "I see. You're going to
retire in luxury on a few yen."

"Yes. Si, si, si.”

“You would be fun to travel
with,” I said. “If I travel with you, I won’t have to worry about
toilet paper.”

“Yes, that’s true,” she
said, smiling. She paused to think. “But first I have to find my
sister.”

"Your sister is already there, in
retirement?"

"Hmmm. Maybe not retired. I'm not
sure. I don’t know where she is,” said Chika. “She
disappeared.”

“Disappeared? Like she’s
lost?”

“More serious than
that.”

“Disappeared, like somebody
kidnapped or murdered her? Sounds dangerous.”

"Hmmm. Maybe dangerous, maybe not,"
she said. Her tone became more serious. "We don't know if she is
dead or running away. She was not happy in Japan. She wanted a new
life. Same like me."

"She sounds like my ex-girlfriend. She
wasn’t happy with her life in Japan either. Too much debt. Too much
stress. Did your sister try to contact your parents?"

"No. No letters or phone
calls. This is normal for her. She liked to wander away on her own.
We called her 'wanda-garu'.
'Wander-girl'. Her real name is Megumi but
I gave her a nickname in English: 'Mig'. It means 'Mysterious
Independent Girl'."

 


MIG: THE MYSTERIOUS
INDEPENDENT GIRL

 


I was fascinated by the
story of Chika and her sister "Mig". As we flew over the Pacific,
Chika told me about growing up in Saitama in one of those suburbs
with a million people where workers go to sleep for a few hours
before commuting back to work in Tokyo. "Mig" used to be very
"kawa-ee", cute and
lovable, with long kinked hair and a few dashes of color. She had a
pleasant personality, like a spring day with flowers blooming. She
was into world music, and she liked to play traditional woodwind
instruments from Japan and other countries. She also made her own
clothing and pottery. She dreamed of making teacups and rice-bowls
by hand. But living in Japan, there was no time and money for this.
So she studied landscape architecture to please her father, who was
also an architect. Her father hoped she would someday redesign
Japan in a new green image.

So, after graduating from university,
Mig got a job at the firm where her father worked. But on the day
she was supposed to start her career, Mig didn't show up for work.
She disappeared without telling anyone in the family.

“I think she was afraid
that we would stop her,” explained Chika. “She didn’t even leave a
note to say where she is going.”

"I think I know this feeling.
Sometimes a secret becomes too big to tell," I said. "People suffer
in silence, and then one day they’re gone."

"Hmmm. My father and mother are very
worried that maybe Mig committed suicide, because she was not happy
in Japan. But I think it's not suicide. If suicide, she can do that
in Japan. But she always talked about going to Central or South
America. It was like a dream for her. She was depressed talking
about Japan. But she was hopeful talking about Latin America and
Andean music.”

“That’s very difficult for
your parents,” I said.

“It’s difficult for us
also,” she said. “Our parents feel ownership over their daughters.
They simply can’t believe that their daughter Mig could be alive
and not contacting them. I told them that maybe she’s traveling.
But they think that if she went to Latin America, she was kidnapped
or murdered there. It's very scary. Kowai,
kowai."

"That's terrible," I said. "Do you
think it’s true?"

"I am not sure. She was a very nice
girl. She doesn't make enemies."

"Yes, but you can die without enemies
also."

"I think she is trying to find
herself," said Chika. "She was very anxious and scared about
starting a career in Japan and becoming trapped. She wants to be
herself, by herself.”

“Maybe she is murdering
herself, in a spiritual sense. But nothing physical. She thinks she
needs to escape from Japan."

"Oh, and another thing,” said Chika.
“She had a kitten that looked like a South American jungle cat. So
she called it Puma-chan. But her kitten died in Japan. It was like
the world had murdered Puma-chan."

"Ah
so ka," I said, beginning to understand
more about Mig.

“This was like a warning to
her, her last chance to escape and have her own life."

"It sounds possible."

"But my parents don't
believe this. They don't understand her feeling. They are convinced
she is dead. For them, the world outside Japan is dangerous. All of
it. Every place. Wars. Guerrillas. Drug dealers. Gangs. Poor dirty
people. It's all very scary. Kowai,
kowai. They believe whatever Japanese news
media tells them about the outside world. Japanese abducted by
North Korea. Japanese students killed in a shopping mall parking
lot in California. A Japanese youth murdered in a New York
elevator. A Japanese United Nations volunteer killed in
Cambodia.”

“I’ve seen all of this on
the news in Japan,” I said. “There was a Japanese student shot dead
in Louisiana, because he was asking 'trick or treat' on Halloween
night and didn't understand the word 'freeze’.”

"When a young Japanese dies
overseas, it's always top story on Japanese TV,” Chika said. “They
show a photo of them in their school uniform. Then they show the
parents. Crying da yo."

"Exactly. The message is clear: It
could happen to anybody. So this is what your parents are thinking.
Mom and Dad aren't the kind of people to question authority. They
are authority. They take it at face value. TV tells no
lie."

"So
so so," she agreed, clapping. “My parents
can’t understand the culture of independent world travelers. When
they were young, Japanese could not travel outside the country.
Only soldiers could travel then. Even after it became easier to
travel, their generation would normally travel in
groups.”

“Yes, like a military
expedition with a central authority and meticulous organization and
planning.”

“But my parents don’t want
to travel at all, because they feel guilty about leaving their
colleagues behind with the extra work. They believe that they
should work for most of their lives, and then maybe go on a cruise
ship after they retire. Or maybe go to a Japanese resort in Hawaii,
where Dad can play golf, and Mom can read by the pool.”

“The younger generation in
Japan are different from their parents,” I said.

“Yes, my parents can’t
imagine why Mig would choose a different path than them. They
believe that Mig is the perfect daughter. Top in her class.
Obedient at home. Very popular. Physically beautiful. Easy to marry
off to a proper young man. She graduated from a top university and
received a job at a top architectural firm. She has already won the
game. And then, suddenly, she didn’t show up for work.”

“None of this makes sense
to them.”

“Yes, so they speculate
about her. Maybe she’s involved with drugs or a religious cult, or
maybe she’s pregnant. They blame themselves for not raising Mig
properly. They are afraid to show their face in society, because
they have failed as parents. They cannot bear the thought of their
colleagues or friends asking about their daughter Mig. Whenever
people ask about her, they say that she is 'traveling the world'.
But they do not believe this themselves. They are worried that she
is dead by suicide, kidnapping or murder.”

“Can’t they hire someone to
find her?”

“They are too ashamed to go
through official channels such as Japanese embassies or the foreign
ministry. They don’t want news reporters hounding them outside
their home. So, instead, they hired a private detective to find her
in Japan. It was very expensive. He found nothing. No body, no
trace of her in Japan. The private detective suggested that he look
for her outside Japan. But this would be very expensive. It would
be like looking for a needle in a haystack. Mig could be anywhere
in the world, hiding among billions of people.”

“If Mig wants to hide
somewhere in the world, she can,” I said. “Maybe nobody will ever
find her.”

“But my parents cannot
think like this. They don't care how they get their daughter back.
They only want her back. Alive. Safe, and in Japan. They are
feeling very scared all the time. They cannot let go of Mig. My
father is drinking every night and he cannot do his work. He has
heavy debts on his home, car, everything. He is going to lose his
job, and then he will lose his life. My mother cannot leave the
house. She is afraid of everything now. They are losing their
minds. Mig's disappearance is destroying our whole
family.”

 


PERMA-TEMP



“It’s important to find
her,” I said. “It’s terrible when somebody suddenly disappears from
your life. I’ve basically been dealing with this since I was a
kid.”

“Really? What
happened?”

"It's a long story," I said. "I grew
up all over North America because my father was often transferred
in the auto industry. This meant I often had to change schools and
make new friends. When I was 16, we moved 3000 kilometers away from
my best friends. I lost contact with them and never saw them
again.”

“That’s terrible,” she
said.

“That was normal for me. It
became my way of life. It seems like I’m never going to settle down
with the same group of people. But it also made it easier to
travel. I went to Jamaica and Mexico while I was still in school,
and then moved to Asia after I got my degree. I never really got
settled in Japan, though. I did a lot of different
arubeito. Sugar cane
harvesting in Amami Oshima. Education business in Kansai. Ski
resorts in Hokkaido and Tohoku. I moved to Tokyo to find a serious
full-time job but I could only find temporary work at different
places. It's stressful looking for work all the time.”

"Wakatta," she said. "I understand.
This is why you should retire.”

“I need to save more money
before I can do that. I have to make some big life changes. I have
no future working temporary jobs in Japan, making just enough money
to pay rent, buy groceries and drink a beer at the convenience
store. No meaning. I was living with my girlfriend but we rarely
saw each other. She wanted to change her life also but didn't want
to travel like me. She wants a guy with a permanent job who can
support her. I can’t blame her. Guys like me will never have enough
for a house, car, wife or children. The older guys will keep
everything for themselves and they will never retire."

“I don’t like these
old oyaji guys in
Japan,” she said. “They have too much power. They should retire,
but they won’t. That’s why we should retire before them instead of
being their slaves.”

"Maybe I'm leaving Japan for the same
reasons as you," I said. “People don't really communicate or
connect with each other. It’s all about keeping a polite distance.
I felt lonely, even though I was never alone.”

"Yes, I know," she said. “A lot of
lonely people in Tokyo.”

"My girlfriend and I lived together
for a couple of years in a tiny apartment near Shibuya and then an
old Japanese-style house in Setagaya. We actually had enough space
to grow food in the garden and be happy. But she was very stressed
out from working all the time to pay off debts. I was stressed out
because I wanted to work all the time but couldn't get enough work.
I felt like we were growing increasingly distant from each other. I
wanted to stay together with her. I thought our location and
situation was the problem. I suggested that we should start a new
life down south in Okinawa. I went down there for a couple of weeks
to look for work in the tourism industry. When I came back to
Tokyo, I couldn't get into our house. My key wouldn’t open the
door. My girlfriend was gone. She left no note. Nothing. She didn't
tell me where she was going, or why."

"Ehhh. She sounds like my
sister."

"Yes, my girlfriend disappeared
without warning. I called her number but it was disconnected. We
had a mutual friend, a big guy from Seattle who spent most of his
life in Tokyo. So I called him and he told me what happened. She
had paid a moving company to put my stuff into boxes. They brought
my stuff to his house without warning. Luckily, he accepted the
boxes and put them in his storage room. As for her stuff, she took
the TV, some furniture and all her clothing and personal
possessions. She gave back the keys to the landlord, who
immediately changed the locks. That was it. My life with her was
suddenly over. No girlfriend. No home. No permanent job to take my
mind off my personal problems.”

"It happens to many people,” she
said.

"After phoning my friend, I just sat
down against the back door of the house and stared into the cold
night. I spent the whole night there, among the weeds and trees
growing in our yard, just staring in disbelief. I could see the
house was empty. I felt like breaking in and refusing to leave. But
I had to move on somehow. Luckily my friend took me in on short
notice.”

"He's a good friend. You are lucky,
because many people in Tokyo don’t have friends like
that.”

"Yes, he’s a great guy. He saved my
life. He knew something about my situation. For several months, my
friend couldn’t find his wife and son. He didn’t know if they were
dead or alive. It was torture for him. Eventually, his wife’s
mother phoned him from Kyushu. She told him that his wife and child
were staying with her, in her childhood home near Nagasaki. His son
was going to a new school down there, far away from Tokyo and his
father. My friend was heartbroken. Suddenly, his wife and son were
gone from his life. So he could understand my situation. He let me
stay a couple of weeks on the floor in his storage room. We often
ate together and got drunk together to drown our sorrows. ‘At least
you don’t have a wife and kid’, he told me.”

“Yes, it’s easier for you,”
she said. “His situation was more complicated.”

“That’s true, but it wasn’t
easy for me. I was devastated. I felt like an earthquake had shaken
and scattered everything. I spent every day and night in that dusty
old storage room with my boxes, sorting and re-sorting stuff and
trying to figure out my next move. I threw half my life into the
garbage and gave away most of my other stuff. I felt cold and empty
like a refrigerator. I knew I couldn’t live like that anymore. I
had to move on, inside or outside of Japan.”

"Don't you want to find
her?"

"At first I couldn’t stand
the mystery of this whole thing. I just wanted to talk to her. I
was used to sleeping in the same bed and sharing my life in Japan
with her. I at least wanted to know if she was OK, and why she
left. I went to the police to ask for their advice. They told me
'mu ni suru'. Do
nothing. They said women are disappearing all the time, because
they are afraid of men stalking them. I assured the police that I
wasn’t stalking her, and I couldn’t possibly stalk her, because I
had no idea where she was. They agreed with me. But they told me I
should forget about her and move on."

"That's a good idea."

“It sounds good in theory.
But I found it really hard to move on. It was like one day I had a
life, and the next day I didn’t. I was really confused. I didn’t
know what to do. Nothing in life had prepared me for that. My
friend tried to put a positive spin on it. He convinced me that I
was standing at an open door and I was free to go forward and leave
it all behind. He told me that I would thank my ex-girlfriend one
day for setting me free.”

“Yes, he’s right. You will
thank her someday. ”

“So I decided to leave
Japan. There was no point trying to build a new life on my own in
Japan or with somebody else that would remind me of her. I was
devastated. I had to get out of Japan and make a fresh start. I
needed to look forward, not backward. Now I have a chance to
discover who I am, not what they told me to be. I want to be
something different, something better. Do you
understand?"

"I wanna be cheese fondue,"
she said, veering back toward her favorite subject. "I'm not
minzoku kabure. I am
not gaijin kabure.
I am fondu-kabure.
Cheese fondue today. Chocolate fondue tomorrow."

 


OISHII SO —FOOD
SNOB






I liked her quirky sense of
humor. She reminded me of other Japanese who were releasing
themselves from centuries of government control over movement. Some
would never return. Some would stop calling themselves "Japanese".
They were often called gaijin kabure
or minzoku kabure
because they dreamed of changing their identity
into something not Japanese. But Chika also seemed "very Japanese".
She reminded me of many women in Japan who could gracefully handle
big problems -- career, finance, marriage, motherhood -- while also
getting irked about matters pertaining to food. Everything else was
somehow secondary to whatever was happening on the plate in front
of them. Her sister was missing, possibly dead, and her parents
were going crazy with worry. But Chika was focussed on food issues.
She turned every topic toward food.

"Do you have any experience with
finding missing persons? Have you done previous investigations?" I
asked.

"Yes. Cheesecake shops," she said,
perking up. "I always find the good ones."

“What about work experience
in the field of research?”

“Yes. I have done a lot of
research into Maxim’s. Have you ever been to Maxim's in Paris or
Tokyo?”

"No. I’m not rich or royal enough to
eat there.”

"Maxim's in Tokyo is a very good
restaurant on most nights," she said. "Especially for cheese
fondue."

"On
most nights…," I repeated aloud.

"But I'm a very ordinary Japanese
woman," she insisted.

"I'll take your word for it," I said.
“I’ve never been to Maxim’s. But when I was in Thailand, I used to
go to the night markets to eat sticky rice and mangoes in coconut
cream.”

Suddenly, an image of
ecstasy appeared on her face. And then she said it:
"Oishii So".

For her,
"oishii so" meant
more than just "seems delicious". It was a moment graced by
divinity. She closed her eyes, puckered her lips, licked her teeth
and sang out the final "sohhhhh" from the bottom of her
stomach. "Oishii
sohhhhhhhhhhhh."

 


All the talk about food made us
hungrier. She could no longer wait for the inflight meal. She
reached into her daypack and took out an o-bento box containing
triangular sandwiches of pork cutlets.

"Just being around you makes me
hungry," I said as she ate. "You really love food don't
you."

"No-oh-oh," she said, which meant,
"Ye-e-es".

While she ate, she told me about a
dream she once had about the last meal of her life. An Arabian
genie, dressed as a waiter, gave her a wish: from all the menus of
the world, you can choose only three dishes.

"I want tomyam soup," she said, as
steam from the spicy soup rose in the room. "I wanna go
Thailand."

Then another waiter carried a tray
with plates of green and brown Indian curries. "I wanna go
India."

Just then, a third
waiter-genie presented a tray of nachos. "Oishii so," said Chika again, as
cheese bubbled off the corn chips. "I want Mexican food. I wanna go
Mexico."

Her wishes were coming true. She was
going to eat her dream dishes of Thai, Indian, and Mexican
food.

However, just then, more
waiters brought over plates of Italian, French, and Greek food.
"Oishii so, oishii so," she said. More waiters came with trays of Indonesian,
Swiss, Ethiopian and Ukrainian dishes. "Oishii so! Oishii so!" she said again
and again at each passing plate.

The mantra of "Oishii So"
echoed across the restaurant. "Oishii
sohhhhhhhhh."

But Chika, in her dream,
was confused. It was a difficult decision. "Do shio?", she thought. "What should I
do? Do I wanna go Thailand, Indonesia, India? Or do I wanna go
France, Swiss, Italy? Or maybe Greece, Ukraine, Ethiopia,
Mexico."

Chika couldn't decide. It was
impossible to choose only three.

And then came the desserts:
tiramisu; sticky rice and mangoes in coconut cream; cherry
chocolate cheesecake. Chika was even more perplexed.
"Do shio? Do shio? What am I going to do?"

She paused to think.

"And then what happened?" I said,
expecting a final punch-line to the story.

"Nothing happened," she said, forlorn.
"I woke up from the dream. So now I'm eating my o-bento box of pork
cutlets. It's nothing special. But wait. I have a
solution."

She took a little bottle
from her daypack on the floor. "I only use Kikkoman soya sauce. I
can't leave home without one. Oishii so
yo."

 


THE INCAS ARE US

 


Three hours into the flight, as we
approached the international date-line, the eastern sun poked above
the horizon. While other passengers slept or tried to sleep, we
talked about our enthusiasm for languages, travel and bands such as
Blankey Jet City, The Boredoms and Super Junky Monkey.

After finishing her homemade o-bento,
Chika carefully folded the box and put it into her purse. Just
then, the crew finally came around to feed us. It was a choice of
bad or worse -- chicken with noodles or beef with rice. We both
took the chicken and spent most of the meal complaining about the
bland taste. She gave me her uneaten portions, including the
dessert of canned fruit cocktail.

"You really care a lot about food,
don't you," I said.

"So
da yo. What could be more important than
that?”

"Hmm. That's a good question,” I said.
“I think history is important. It’s important to know the truth
about history. In Europe and North America, they’ve been teaching
us our history as if it is the only history of the world. Of
course, it’s only one side of the story, from one point of
view.”

“Yes, Japanese have a
different point of view,” she said. She paused to think for a
minute. "I know a story. Did you know that the Incas of South
America and the Japanese of East Asia are the same
people."

"Huh?"

"So
da yo. The same people. The ancient Incas,
the people who built Machu Pichu in Peru, and the Japanese, who
built me, are the same people. I am Inca," she said, as giggles
boiled inside her mouth and slipped out in high-pitched
droplets.

“You’re joking of course,”
I said.

“Actually, many academics
and historians in Japan believed this about a hundred years ago.
Japanese and Incas are both born with blue marks on the bum. This
proves that Incas are us."

“It proves that you both
have blue marks on the bum. It doesn’t mean you are an
Inca.”

“Actually, the Japan-Inca
link goes back to about 1400 AD."

"Really?"

"Yes. There was a Japanese fisherman
who was alone in a boat. One day, he got caught in a storm. The
storm twisted the poor fisherman around violently, like on a
Japanese TV show. He was confused and disoriented. He had no choice
but to follow the wind. The wind blew him all the way across the
Pacific, all the way to the coast of Peru. But he didn't know he
was in Peru or South America. Nobody in Japan knew about South
America at that time, or even America America. This was many years
before the J-league. So, when he landed, the first thing he thought
was 'I'm hungry. I want food.' To him, 'food' and 'Japanese food'
was the same thing. He has no idea about food from other countries.
Not even rice from Thailand. Immediately, his stomach told him to
find a Japanese restaurant, but he couldn't find one. It was
impossible. He was very confused. Everything in Peru was different.
He felt like Urashima."

"Murashima?" I asked. “I must have
slept through that lesson.”

"Not Murashima. Urashima.
Urashima-san, the man in the folktale who went diving with a turtle
to the kingdom under the sea. So this fisherman in Peru was hungry,
and could not find a Japanese restaurant or even a ramen
shop. Sugoi culture
shock da yo.
Japanese education system never taught him this. Then, suddenly, he
realized: ‘This is not Japan. Do
shio? What can I do?’ He got an idea. 'I
need a woman. A local woman. She can solve all my problems. She can
be my guide. My translator. My secretary. Maybe even my wife.' So
he followed around a local woman who was darker than him, very
beautiful. He asked her, very politely, to hit a tea shop together.
But there was a communication gap. The woman was not attracted to
this smelly fisherman."

"Plus he hadn't taken Inca-as-a-second
language courses back in Japan," I said, trying to be
funny.

"The fisherman felt
embarrassed," she continued. "He was lonely and singing songs like
in the movie Bokura wa mina
ikite-iru. 'There must be a way to go out
with local women,' he thought. 'Ha. I got it. I have to find a way
to make myself big. I need to look more powerful, rich and
civilized than the local men.' So, he decided to become The
Emperor."

"Brilliant," I said. "He saw the job
opening, and he took it."

"So
da yo. The local people were already
looking for an almighty ruler when the lost Japanese fisherman
arrived out of the blue. The Incas had a strange belief about a god
with pale skin. They believed this light-skinned god would one day
walk out of the sea and become their leader.”

"So, the Japanese fisherman fit the
job description.”

"Yes. When the Incas saw the
pale-skinned fisherman walk out of the sea, they thought 'At last.
Our God'. The fisherman became Manco Capac, the founder of the Inca
Empire. So, this means I am Inca."

"Cool. Maybe this is why Mig would run
away to South America. She wants to be a goddess," I
said.

"Maybe that's why you wanna go to
South America. To be Emperor," teased Chika.

 


GROWING UP IN AMERICA, IN
JAPAN

 


After eating, we became drowsy, a
side-effect of sitting in one position 11,000 meters above the sea.
We loosened our chairs to a reclining position more suitable for a
newly-retired couple. The confined space of the aircraft also gave
us a feeling of intimacy. We could speak quietly for hours without
interruption. We could even fall asleep together without the
pressure to have sex like people lying in bed. The public setting
of the airplane protected a woman from a potentially amorous male.
It also gave her a sense of security and the freedom to open up and
tell me anything, because I might never see her again after the
flight.

She told me a quirky story
about growing up in Japan. When she was 10 years old, she dreamed
about escaping to America because her feet were too big for
the uwabaki shoes
at school. This made her feel different than other kids. She came
home crying like Chibi Maruko-chan. “All the other girls have cute
little shoes with Snoopy on them,” she told her uncle. “But I have
to wear grandma shoes.”

“Don’t worry,” her uncle
told her. “If you go to AMERICA, your feet will be small compared
with AMERICAN feet.”

So, her American dream was born. She
stopped crying. An image of a New York steak filled her head. In
America, her 26-centimeter feet would fit into size 9 women's
shoes.

Over the next few years,
she grew to a height of 162 centimeters, enough to stand above the
other girls. This was also a bad thing in those days. It was bad to
be outstanding. This gave her an okii
complex -- a complex about being too
big.

“Don’t worry, America is
big like you,” said her uncle. “America won the war because they
are big. Japan lost because we are small. And Americans are big
because their steaks are big.”

So she wanted to run away
to America. But she was still too young to fly to America on her
own. Instead, she found a way to live “in America” in Tokyo. She
listened to American pop music on radio FEN, the Far East Network.
At Denny’s, she ate Waraji-no-yo-na
steak -- New York steak, big and tough like old
Japanese sandals. Like many kids, she worshipped the US army. She
begged her father to take her near Yokota base. Papa had no
choice. Shoganai.
He had to drive her near the US base outside Tokyo. From the front
seat, she saw the barbed wire fence surrounding the base. Behind it
was a dream vision of America: green green grass, wide open space,
big white American houses, and big, big people. She could “smell
America”. But her father wasn't as thrilled. His relatives had
fought in the war against the Americans.

A few years later, she became
suspicious that the America in Tokyo might not be the same as the
America in America. She wanted the authentic America. “Take me to
America! Take me to America!” she begged her father. At last, when
she was 16, her father took her to Disneyland, where everything was
big. But the excitement of being at Disneyland quickly wore off.
There were too many Japanese trying to stand near Mickey Mouse. So
they returned to Japan, disappointed with America.

During the Bubble, Japan became
wealthy enough to have its own Disneyland. This changed Japan’s
relationship with America. Now Japan could buy the “real” America."
Instead of going to America, she could pay for America to come to
her. This meant Tower Records in Shibuya, and also Baskin Robbins
and 7-11s. She could also “invite” Americans into her home every
night. Tom Cruise and Harrison Ford were the perfect guests. They
became her “English teachers”. When they spoke too fast, she pushed
rewind. When they got boring, she turned them off and found
somebody else. This set the pattern for her relationships with
America and Americans.

She liked the fantasy of America, not
the reality. Though she loved American movies, she didn’t like all
the guns, violence and murder. She became scared of America, which
wasn’t safe like Japan. So, her dreams turned north toward Canada.
Canada seemed exactly the same as America, but safer. So, after
graduating from high school, she did a home-stay in Vancouver, to
get away from Japan. Instead of the rules of her Japanese parents,
now she had to follow the rules of her home-stay parents in Canada.
But Chika loved her home-stay family in Vancouver. She loved the
beauty of the landscape. She didn’t see guns and violence like
movies from America, which was only one hour south.

“But I became bored in
Canada,” she said. “Too many Japanese in Vancouver escaping from
Japan at the same time. And Canadian food was the same as American
food. Big, but tastes bad. So, I went back to Japan. This time I
looked away from America and toward Asia. Onaji-Ajia. Asia, the same as Japan. I
traveled to Thailand, and then to Europe as well. Again, too many
Japanese. This is why I want to go to Latin America. I think this
is why my sister wants to travel in Latin America. But I am also
tired from all this traveling. I just want to retire. After I find
Mig."

 


J-LEAGUE JIDAI -- THE ERA
OF J-LEAGUE JAPAN

 


I was fascinated by the idea of
somehow finding Mig among billions of people.

"We should think like detectives
gathering pieces of a puzzle," I said. "We should start by
connecting a few seemingly random pieces."

"OK. Good idea."

"Chika, if you are Mig, what are you
doing now?"

"I am retired."

"And where are you
retired?"

"Anywhere not Japan."

"OK, that narrows it down a little.
So, you are outside of Japan. What do you want to do with your
life?"

"Everything."

"OK. That's a start. Where can you do
'everything'?"

“Maybe
Zimbabwe.”

“Zimbabwe?”

"I like the sound of the name. But
Africa is too scary if I go alone."

"So that rules out Africa then. How
about the South Pacific?"

"Mmm. Good idea. I could
become a scuba sensei in Tahiti. But too much work," she said. “Tahiti is too
expensive.”

“What about North America?
Or Europe? Or Asia?"

"No, no, no. For Mig, no. Too much
like Japan. Too much industry. And too many Japanese."

“OK. So we can rule out
Africa, the South Pacific, North America, Europe and Asia. Which
leaves us with …”

"South America," she said. "If I am
Mig, I'm going to South America. South America good, North America
bad. South America is more exotic."

"Exactly. South America is the
farthest place from Tokyo,” I said. “Like Tibet from New York, or
New Zealand from London. The place to experience distance. That's
where Mig would go. South America. Soccer, samba and salsa.
Passion, dance and romance. Brilliant Chika."

"Of course," she said, singing it.
“Mig made her hair look Latina. And she named her kitten Puma-chan
after an Amazonian jungle cat. She was also into the J-league. She
used to go to soccer games on Saturday. And she was in a samba
club, dancing in Yokohama. So, she would go to South
America."

I began to hum
charango and
quena parts to Bolivian
music. Chika’s face lit up with a smile.

"OK, let's assume you're right,” I
said. “She's in South America, and she flew the same route we’re
flying now. But the continent is huge. Half of it is a forest, the
Amazon. We don't even know who's living there. How are we going to
find her there?"

"No, no, no. She's not going straight
to the Amazon. Don't worry, I can find her. We are the same
Japanese woman. She is my sister."

“You're sure she would
think the same way as you?"

"Of course.”

"Exactly the same?"

"No, no, not exactly the same,” she
said. “Very different. We are very different.”

"But you're almost the same age, the
same family. What's so different?"

"She likes Osaka people. I don't like
Osaka people. Very aggressive. Osaka women are very
flashy."

"Good then. It will be easy to see Mig
in a crowd, just like Osaka people," I said.

"No, no. Mig is different. She went to
university in Tokyo.”

"Cool. So then she is exactly the same
as you," I said.

"Of course."

Chika laughed at her own twisted
logic. "But listen, listen," she whispered as if to tell a secret.
"The flight from Tokyo to South America is very expensive, right.
But the flight from Tokyo to Los Angeles is very cheap.”

"Right. And flights from Los Angeles
to South America are much cheaper than going all the way direct
from Tokyo."

"That's right!" she sang in
a high voice, happy that she out-smarted me. "So, the cheapest way
to South America is to go to Ros
first, and then to Costa Rica."

"Right. And Costa Rica is one of the
easiest places to fly to from LA," I said. "But it's Central
America, not South America."

"South America, Central America, Latin
America, doesn't matter. It's the same place, far from Japan. So
Costa Rica is where Mig would go."

 


NARITA RIKON -- DIVORCE ME
AT THE AIRPORT

 


The North American continent was
coming into view between the clouds. We were about two hours away
from arrival time at LAX. I noticed Chika’s body language warming
toward me. Taking a nap, she leaned on her pillow in my direction
instead of the window. I had the urge to offer my shoulder for
support. Though not shapely or buxom, she was beautiful in a
wholesome and virtuous way. She was healthy and slim despite -- or
because of -- her gourmandizing appetites. Her skin was soft and
creamy smooth, and her finger nails looked like polished gems. I
was attracted by her bony clavicle and slender, rakish arms. Most
of all, I liked her delicate eyebrows and eyelashes, like bamboo
fronds. For a guy like me, who didn't have a permanent job,
expensive car or other things to attract women in Tokyo, it was a
great pleasure to watch a pretty woman sleeping close to
me.

But more than looks, her personality
attracted me. She seemed like one of those so-called "ordinary
Japanese" who explode outside Japan, like the guy who rides
donkey-back across South America; or the guy who cycles
coast-to-coast across the United States; or that guy who went
walking around the world right after his wife gave birth in Japan.
Japanese media quoted his wife as saying something like “I don't
mind if my husband walks around seven continents while I stay at
home with the kids. I love him because he has the courage to be
selfish.” Maybe Chika has the courage to be selfish, or maybe
that's what she likes about me. Either way, I was curious to
discover what was hiding inside Chika's shell, and what
extraordinary creature might hatch from the egg.

As she slept near me, I
fantasized that we were already a couple on a secret honeymoon.
Narita airport, 80 minutes by train from central Tokyo, was famous
for sending couples on their honeymoons to Guam, Hawaii, Cancun and
other places. But it was also famous in Japanese media for
Narita rikon -- Narita
divorce. Families or co-workers would pressure men and women into
marrying, and then the newlyweds would split at the airport and fly
away from each other. While the groom was in the washroom, the
bride would jump on another flight. These women would disappear,
free at last, in Niagara Falls, Banff or Australia. Years later
they would sneak back into Japan. They would return full of
independence, ready to become English teachers or "virgin" brides
to unsuspecting men. The abandoned husbands, meanwhile, returned to
Japan full of shame, bearing a bad reputation that would kill their
chances of promotion. But Japanese media also reported that in some
cases, Narita rikon also liberated the husbands from the "flattening pillow" of a
pressurized marriage.

In this case, however,
meeting Chika on the flight from Tokyo to Los Angeles was more like
a Narita kekkon, a
Narita airport marriage. It would be fun to travel with her, and
less lonely. She'd probably go for the idea too. She'd like having
a guard-o-man to
protect her, and a guide-o-man
as well. She could learn Spanish from me, since I
already knew it from travels in Spain and Mexico.

I saw two roads ahead. A: we could
split up and never see each other again. B: we could fall in love,
find her sister, and somehow save her family and change world
history. Together, two people can create a world that no single
person can possibly make.

 


LAX -- DREAD ON
ARRIVAL

 


I finally fell asleep just moments
before landing in Los Angeles. Then I had to wake up and march
bleary-eyed to US customs and immigration. The presence of Chika
kept me going.

The squeaking of luggage
cart tires added to our nightmarish sensations inside the wide
expanse of LAX airport. A computerized newscaster voice blared a
warning through overhead loudspeakers: "Passengers should maintain visual contact with their luggage
at all times."

"Kowai. Kowai. Very scary," she said.
"Maybe this airport is dangerous.”

"Yes. America. Criminals everywhere,"
I said, sarcastically.

"Very scary yo. Everyone big," she
said.

A dizzying array of passengers swirled
around us; people in wrinkled clothes stepping off earth-arching
flights from the Asia-Pacific and other time zones. After spending
a long time in relatively mono-ethnic Japan, I reveled in the
multiple perspective head-rush of being among people of various
colors like ice-cream in a shop: butterscotch, chocolate, vanilla,
raspberry. All the colors were mixing together, like a rainbow
reforming out of broken pieces. This is why I wanted to forget
about Japan for a while and become a true globalite world
citizen.

But Chika was nervous,
overwhelmed and intimidated. The muscular border officers looked
like NFL ame-futo players. A sign showing a cornucopia of tropical fruits, such
as mangoes and pineapples, confronted us in line, saying:
"Warning! It is illegal to bring the
following agricultural products into the
country."

Chika bit her lip and looked downward,
wondering if she had "illegal" products.

"You look worried about having illegal
fruit,” I said. “Why don't you put your backpack on the floor and
rest a bit.”

"OK," she said, "Good
idea."

I reached behind her and helped take
the pack off her back. Her new blue and yellow pack was a piece of
jewelry compared to my road-wrecked, oil-slicked, grimy old grey
pack. The rest of LAX airport smelled of leather bags and
unshowered passengers. But Chika's bag smelled fresh out of a
camping supply store. It was also heavy. It slipped through my
hands, straight to the floor with a thud.

"What on earth have you got in here?"
I said.

"Bags of rice and seaweed, and some
Kikkoman soya sauce," she said.

"Only that?"

"Well, and some other valuable
things."

“What about agricultural
products?”

“I’m not sure,” she
said.

To be a gentleman, I
carried her bag as we inched forward in the long line. Alarm bells
went off in my head; never carry a
stranger's bag through customs. But Chika
seemed like an ordinary Japanese woman, not a Marxist guerrilla
smuggling cocaine inside green tea powder.

"Don't worry, Chika, I'm anxious too,"
I said to ease her mind. "But there's nothing to fear. This is all
a show of force. Americans are paranoid about what comes into the
country, but they care less about what goes out. Rambo. Michael
Jackson. Violent movies and TV shows. Customs officers won’t stop
these from going out."

"But they are afraid of fruits and
vegetables coming in," said Chika.

"Yes, they are going to bust you
because your bag is full of rice, seaweed and Kikkoman. You look
like a criminal."

"No-oh-oh. You look like a criminal.
Your backpack is very old and dirty."

"Hey, but this is for
safety,” I said, half-seriously. “Look, if I were a criminal, I
would notice your new bag at a bus station much sooner than mine.
Nobody wants my bag, because it's so ugly. Your bag says all over
it: 'Take Me! Please!'"

"How do you know what a criminal
thinks? Maybe you are a criminal," she said, raising her voice.
Other people in line, hearing our banter, turned to
look.

"Great. Thanks a lot," I said. "Just
the kind of reputation I want in front of US border
officers.”

We moved up in line, right in front of
the searching eyes of the officers. Chika became more anxious. She
was right, though. The customs officers waved us through without
opening our bags.

 


We had to hurry to catch our
connecting flight to San Jose, Costa Rica. While I pushed our bags
on a trolley, she skipped like a little girl.

"I'm so happy," she giggled in an
unrestrained voice. "I love airports. I'm outside Japan. I'm free
again. I feel so HIGH."

As we passed various gates, we
imagined flying to their destinations. We noticed Japanese couples
in summery clothing waiting for a flight to the Mexican resort of
Cancun.

“Everybody from Japan wants
to go to Cancun," I said.

"Cancun sounds like honeymoon. Cancun,
honeymoon." She giggled at how it rhymed.

"Maybe they are
Narita rikon," I
said.

"No-oh-oh," she said. "They
are Cancun kekkon.
Newly married, Cancun honeymoon. It sounds nice. And they can eat
Mexican food. Ahhh, I wanna go Cancun."

But we already had tickets to Costa
Rica, so we kept walking to the end of the corridor toward the gate
for our flight to San Jose.

"So, what is your image of Costa
Rica?" I asked.

"Mmmm. Good coffee," she
said.

"And?"

"That's all. Most Japanese don't know
so much about Costa Rica. What's your image of Costa
Rica?"

"Beautiful, peaceful, natural,” I
said. “No army and no war. Like Switzerland in Latin America, but
cheaper. Maybe they have Swiss fondue too.”

"Mmmm," she said, her face starting
its food orgasm. "I wanna go Costa Rica."

 


This time I'm the
GAIJIN

 


Surviving a few hours in the United
States together, Chika and I were no longer "strangers". She
trusted me to carry her backpack without stealing seaweed or
Kikkoman. After take-off from Los Angeles, she put her head on my
shoulder and slept most of the way to San Jose, despite the banter
of perky, well-rested passengers starting their journey.

While Chika slept, I admired her
smooth and fragrant hair. She moved into a more comfortable
position and rested her leg against my own. Then her hand landed on
my thigh. It felt natural. We had spent an entire night together
between Tokyo and Los Angeles, then a second date at LAX airport,
and now a third date en route to Costa Rica. It was like drinking
and dancing all night in a Shibuya club then cuddling in a lounge
at 4 a.m. until the first train home.

She untangled herself from me and woke
me up as the plane took a scenic route over the Caribbean coast of
Central America, where lights shone like stars from tiny islands
alone in the universe. We then crossed over the soft bedding of
clouds in the hammocks between mountains in Costa Rica. The Latin
American dream was becoming a reality. I felt warm and comforted,
like falling in love. Chika was glowing. This was going to be a
sweet trip.

Passengers clapped as the tires hit
the runway, signaling the start of their vacation. Though it was
already Sunday in our body clocks, it was Saturday evening on
earthpoint San Jose, capital of Costa Rica.
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