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      The snorts, grunts, and squeals grow louder. It will burst from the bush line above me, but I dare not look back. 

      The slope is steep and thick with thin, burned saplings. All about me are the same stunted bushes. 

      I run. 

      My feet are hitting the uneven surface ahead of the rest of my body. Sharp thorns and stiff brush tear at me as I push through the undergrowth.

      “It’s right behind you!” I hear Paul shout. “Find a tall tree!” 

      I dare not look back lest I stumble and fall. 

      I hear sharp hooves tearing the ground behind me. The stench of the beast’s fetid breath envelops me. 

      Where’s Bill?

      I face a rock wall. It’s a dead end. I turn to face the thing that has risen on its back legs to tower over me. Curved tusks protrude top and bottom from a wide-open maw. Front legs chop the air and strike me to the ground. 

      I am unable to move beneath its weight. 

      Coarse black hairs sprout from the mottled pink skin. The face so close to mine, I can count each bristle. I see the whites of small hating eyes insane with rage.

      Finally, I see Bill. He’s closing the gap. He holds a large hunting knife above the pig’s neck, but instead of plunging the knife into my attacker, he turns his gaze to the sky.

      I scream for him to see me. 

      The pig does. It stabs and tears. It chomps into the softest parts of me first. 

      But wait! 

      I am getting ahead of myself.
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          Space Shower Sweet Love Festival, Lakeside Stage, Yamanashi City, Japan

        

      

    

    
      My name is Yayoi Shimano and I hate Yaya!

      I hate her so much I want her to die. 

      If she dies, I live. It’s her, or it's me. 

      I might be a bitch, but Yaya is a nightmare.

      I see her staring back at me in the mirror, painted, wild-haired, and sequined-suited.

      She’s the one they have come to see. 

      You are wondering if I am crazy. Of course you are.

      I might be. I should be.

      You see, I’m an idol.

      

      The band and my two backup singers stand in a circle in the center of the room. They call to her. “Yaya, come on!” 

      When she joins them they all link arms, and standing shoulder to shoulder they bow their heads and close their eyes. At her call, they break, pumping the air with their fists, and shouting in unison. “Let’s go!”

      The band run up the stairs to the stage first. When she reaches the top of the stairs, she lingers in the darkened corner, just out of the spotlight. It’s all part of the act. The audience loves the drama. 

      She runs on the spot, pumping her legs like a sprinter before a race. Even now, at the last minute, she is fast-forwarding through her routine, visualizing each set piece she will perform. There can be no mistakes.

      Her performance is polished to perfection. The concert will be a seamless blending of elements. Everything has been planned. Right down to the what she will say between her songs. There is no room allowed for error.

      

      My fans never hear the songs the way I wrote them. 

      They are my songs! And yet they are not any longer.

      A committee of company experts reshapes each of my children. Once they give them back to me, reformed into something slicker but with less soul, there’s not a single pause, beat, or note, much less a line of a lyric that I can change. They even choose the song list I sing from.

      Performing on stage is a rush. 

      For several years, I have craved the hit like a cokehead craves their drug of choice. Lately, though, the euphoria I felt at the beginning of my career has disappeared. 

      I remember Mother telling me the day would come when I would no longer want to continue. She laughed when she saw my horrified face. Then she told me what happened to her. 

      She said there would be no sudden flash of realization. Only a gradual slowdown. 

      I remember laughing at the suggestion I would lose interest in my music.

      “Never, Mother! I can’t burn-out doing something I love. That’s impossible!”

      Lately, I have been staying in my bedroom, alone with my guitar and keyboard. Yet, I’ve only been touring for four years. Surely, the day Mother warned me about couldn’t have arrived?

      

      “Ike, Yaya. Ike, Yaya.”

      She lets their voices pull her out of the shadows.

      “Ike, Yaya. Ike, Yaya.”

      The chant from the audience is a wave breaking over her as she sprints up the steps and runs into the whirling bright light. Above the swaying arms and clutching hands, Yaya skips, marches, kicks, and struts. She owns the stage. 

      The spotlight follows her in a zigzagging arc as she runs from one end to the other. Yaya is a comet, and she careens across her universe. 

      She waves, she blows kisses, and she pumps her fists in the air. She screams greetings into the tiny microphone held in a bracket to the side of her cheek. Her amplified screech cast across the stadium. Sometimes she catches someone’s adoring gaze, and when they realize she has seen them, they jump and scream her name, but she’s already looking at someone else. 

      In front of her is a surging mass of bodies. A single great pulsating solar storm. On the stage above their heads, Yaya feels the energy. It’s rocket fuel. 

      She hollers to her audience. “Come on, Yamanashi. Louder!” 

      They love it and reply as one. 

      It’s not enough for her. She urges them to higher and higher levels of excitement. “Are you going to rock tonight?”

      There’s an explosion of sound from all around her. 

      The keyboardist strikes the first chords. The snare and bass combination kick in, and Yaya lets them have what they have come for.
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      While Yaya performs in front of the microphone, receiving the adulation, it’s me, Yayoi, who endures the countless interviews with vacant television hosts and the ubiquitous product placements. Yaya wears Prada. Yaya drives Lexus. Yaya shops at Isetan. The interminable questions about eating habits and favorite foods. All directed at the idol. 

      But what questions for me, Yayoi? I am real. She is not. 

      Why should it be news that celebrities desperate for a way to escape the big lie turn to alcohol, coke, and heroin? Why wouldn’t they? It’s an understandable retreat from the total unreality that surrounds them.

      Yaya is the nickname invented for me by J-Big Corporation. It’s a brand. An image. The name is attached to my recordings. The name interviewers, variety show hosts, and fans recognize. 

      Cyber-singers like Yaya don’t ponder anything more serious than clothes, hairstyling, and food fads. 

      I can’t pretend wild enthusiasm for the mindless questions from the likes of TV game show hosts and fan magazines columnists. It’s easier to let Yaya take over, and these days she is taking over more often.

      My contract demands I subject myself to the simple and inane several times a week. Whenever the company requires it. I guess they created her just for that reason. 

      It all makes me feel much older than my twenty-three years.

      I used to enjoy being her. Overnight success convinced me I was a female fortress. I was Yaya the unstoppable, the undefeatable. The J-Pop equal of a swordsman who never lost a duel. I should have known better. Samurai rarely lived long lives. Yaya the Miyamoto Musashi of J-Pop will not have a long life.

      In just a few short years, I became an arrogant diva, but when catastrophe swept through my hometown, it forced me to face how much I had changed. Somewhere along the way, I had turned into a neon-colored, plastic-coated, spiky-haired, jumping Popsicle who expected the world to fall at her feet.

      It is plastic Yaya from la-la land who makes all the money for Yayoi to give to her father and the family members who somehow managed to survive the flood. 

      With each passing day, I am losing more of Yayoi, and there seems to be no way out.

      

      When the tsunami struck, my world collapsed into a gray place that was filled with ghosts. Even before the catastrophe changed Japan forever, my marriage to the famous actor, Shimano Noritake, had turned rotten. Life with Nori was unbearable. We pretended in public to be a couple, but it was only to preserve the illusion our industry demanded.

      The entire top level of the apartment block belonged to Nori and me, and along with it came a 360-degree panoramic view. On a cloudless day, we could see clear across Tokyo: the sprouting gray aerials, satellite dishes, electrical wires. The endless concrete blocks. I always wanted to live in the mountains. Nori told me that wasn’t a practical idea. He preferred to live in the stomach of a concrete monster.

      In our apartment, tinted paper curtains hid the city. I had a curtain for every season: Pinks, blues, and yellows for spring, cool blues and greens for summer, the colors of maples for autumn, and warm wine-reds, and chocolate for winter. The diffuse light was always soothing, and I pretended we lived somewhere beautiful. 

      One evening, I walked out of the elevator and paused outside the door and did something I didn’t usually do. I gazed up at the night sky, and I guess I had something of an epiphany.

      

      It all started with an invitation to go out for drinks and a meal together from my old school friends. My first thought was to politely refuse. I chose not to reply. As the day of the party drew closer, I changed my mind. Any excuse to get out of the apartment and away from my husband was a good one. It was fun. I hadn’t had a fun time for quite a while.

      It was well after midnight when I bid them farewell. The taxi had dropped me in front of the lobby and the doorman had let me inside. I walked out of the elevator on the top floor and crossed the balcony to our front door. I fumbled in my coat pocket and found my keys.

      That’s when I turned to gaze up at the sky. I thought about the millions of glittering stars hidden by the haze. They were there, I just couldn’t see them. It was one of those moments when I noticed something of the world outside of me that resonated deep within, exactly like a melody or a particular lyric can do. Standing there outside my front door, and not wanting to walk inside, it just seemed to me awfully ironic how the idea of a glittering star lost in the haze so perfectly described me.

      When I opened the door, the sensor in the alcove clicked on, and a soft glow lit up the dark hall. I kicked off my shoes and stepped onto the glossy timber floor. I looked back at my shoes, lying where I left them. That wouldn't do. He would be first up in the morning, and he would trip over them. That would make him angry. 

      I slid open the door to the walk-in shoe room. His shoes were arranged in straight lines on the racks like good little soldiers. I placed my shoes on my side and in my bare feet I walked softly the living room, stopping outside the sliding wood panel door. I was listening for the sound of snoring coming from his bedroom and I was disappointed to hear none.

      I opened the door to find Nori in his oversize American leather chair sitting in front of the television. A half-empty bottle of whiskey and a tumbler on the coffee table. He twisted around to glare at me. He was drunk. When he drinks, he’s not nice to be around.

      “It’s three o’clock in the morning!” He informed me. 

      “I thought you’d be asleep, Nori.”

      “Who were you with?”

      “My friends.”

      “And what about the second party you went to?” He sneered. “Who did you end up with?” 

      “Don’t be disgusting!” I told him, and I dropped my coat over the back of a chair. At that moment, I wished I smoked tobacco. The ritual of lighting a cigarette allows time to find the appropriate answer to a difficult question without having to worry about appearing stupid or guilty. “I was with my old school friends.” I thought then to give him a little more information. “The last party was at a karaoke.”

      “I left a message on your keitai!” He said. He stood up and staggered toward me. 

      “Really?” I replied, taking a step back. I dug around in the pocket of my coat and pulled out my phone. 

      “Oh—you did too. I didn’t even think to look. I guess I thought you would be asleep.”

      “You think I believe every bullshit story you give me?”

      “I’m going to bed,” I told him.

      “No, you’re not!”

      “We can talk in the daytime.”

      “I have to be at the studio at ten in the morning!” He said, speaking like he was the only one who worked.

      “Then why did you wait up for me?”

      “Because I wanted to see what time you got back.”

      “Nori! I can see my friends, can’t I?”

      “Who…? No, don’t bother. You will lie anyway.”

      I wanted to be angry with him, but I couldn’t find it inside, so my voice came out kind of tired. “Like the lies, you tell me, you mean?” I stared into his face, realizing too late he had given himself over to his anger. 

      He struck me with an open hand, knocking me to the ground. I got to my feet to face him. I don’t know why I did that. It would have been better to stay on the floor. The next blow struck me in the chest. He punched me again and kept punching until he was standing over me with a triumphant sneer across his face.

      I turned away from his hideous mask. I told myself it wasn’t him. It couldn’t be. That was when he told me his new rule.

      “From now on, whenever you know that I’m going to be home in the evening, you come straight back from the studio! When I’m not home, you can do as you please. When I’m here, so are you!”

      I waited until I heard him close the door to his bedroom. Only then did I allow the tears to flow. I raised my hand to my mouth to stifle the sound. I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction. 

      In the days that followed he tried kind words and gifts, but it was too late for him to repair the damage. I decided that night I had to be free of him. Our marriage was poisoning everything good in my life.

      I didn’t have to wait long before he went on one of his golfing weekends. I gathered everything I needed from the apartment, and left my keys on top of a goodbye note. It took just a few lines to write down all I had to say. When I closed the door on the home we had shared since we married, I knew it was for the last time.
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      My manager, Koga, is an accountant to the core. He never bothers to disguise the fact. He’s never happier than when he’s totaling figures in columns. I know the man has a good heart, but he’s also a company employee through and through. To Koga almost everything is about fulfilling obligations. To him my responsibilities should have been clear to me from the moment I stamped my inkan on my contract with J-Big.

      He has asked for a meeting to discuss a video shoot that will promote my new single. He tells me the shooting location is in New Zealand. We will be outside Japan for twelve days in a group of small islands just a few hundred miles north of the Antarctic. The company likes the idea of attaching my new release to the image of a clean environment. That could only mean a boring film shoot against a background of cute penguins. I’m not looking forward to it. 

      J-Big has grown tighter and tighter with their budgets. They’ve removed most of the fun that once made-up for the inconvenience and pressure of location shoots. There were no more free tickets to exclusive clubs, extravagant restaurants, and fun adventure tours. I just hope they haven’t scrimped on the hotel or the limousine that takes me to and from the sets. 

      

      Koga has noticed I am not happy about the idea. He tries to make it up to me by taking us to a fashionable new burger bar in Shinjuku. I sit with him and my personal assistant at a thick polished wood counter and study the menu. I could continue to sulk just to rub the salt in, but actually this place isn’t too bad, and I’m here with Shizue.

      Shizue’s been my PA for two years. She’s far more than just that. She’s a veritable human dynamo with energy to spare, and she's so smart I decided to make her my confidant. When we are alone together, I even bother to call her Shi-chan. Chan is a word we Japanese will add to the name of a child, or to the name of someone who we want to show we care for very much. Even though she’s a year older than me, she calls me Ya-chan. We treat each other as equals, even though the company doesn’t compensate us in the same way. Of course not.

      While we order our food, she tells us that earlier in the week, Jamie, the cute Brit TV chef, was here with a group of celebs earlier in the week. They included the gay Tokyo TV host Shizue and I both find so annoying. She’s the one with pink, blue, and green fluorescent hair whose name I never remember. 

      I am really interested though when she tells me Watanabe Ken ate here the previous week. Although Nori is much younger than Ken, my husband resembles the older actor. Watanabe is sexy at sixty, and he’s mature and sophisticated as well. I wish my husband was more like him. It’s so disappointing to discover your partner isn’t the person you thought they were, and really disappointing to discover as much after you marry them.

      I look up as Takeshi Kitano and his entourage pass the front desk and see him glance back at me. He gives a goofy smile. He’s real casual though, just as if it was only an accident he looked in my direction. He always feigns surprise when we bump into each other. I've seen that twitch under his eye. It gives him away every time. So, I giggle and give him a discreet chest-high finger wave. 

      Two years ago, we were guests together on a TV variety show. Since then, I always greet him as Beat-o with an exaggerated ‘oh’ sound at the end. He calls me Yaya in return, even though he knows I hate it. It’s tit-for-tat between us. We’ve carried on like that for ages. I am pleased to see him. He’s a fun guy.

      Jazz-funk music fills the restaurant. It’s the delicious flute from Plum Blossom. The wind instrumentalist Yusef Lateef’s Eastern Sounds album was one of my first discoveries among Nori’s collection of vinyl records. He does have good taste in music. Whenever he was out of the house I foraged through his records. That was one pleasure I enjoyed courtesy of my husband. 

      “Rinko-san is sitting by the wall,” Shizue hisses in my ear. 

      I slide the sleeves of my Versace leather jacket further up my forearms and take a quick peek in a discreet manner over my shoulder. Kikuchi Rinko is sitting with a friend just two tables away from us. She’s so hot. I wish I could be like her. If I was allowed to be myself I would be. I pretend not to notice her because, actually, we’ve never been introduced. 

      My manager gives a polite cough and taps the filming schedule. He’s so keen to run through the list of things-to-do that he’s already finished his meal. 

      I lift my sunglasses to read the papers he pushes along the counter. I don’t spend more than a minute glancing at them. I do my best to pretend I am paying attention to whatever he’s saying, but I’m barely absorbing the details. That's what Shizue's paid to do. 

      I try to smile politely, and I make sounds that show my interest when it's appropriate. I do whatever the company tells me to do anyway. So what does it matter? I hate routines. Why can’t we just enjoy hanging out in this place? Koga knows I am short on patience, yet he persists with his full recital of dates, times, and place names. 

      I am surprised at just how delicious the sushi burgers taste. I will eat several then go to the washroom to vomit them up. It must be the bite of the horseradish sauce—I always have too much—because suddenly, I have this great idea! 

      It’s all very vague at first, but then—bam! It hits me. I know what I need to do. Well, not exactly. There are details I must sort out, but tall bamboo grows from the smallest of shoots or something like that. 

      The film shoot will take me out of Nori’s reach. Good! It would be even better if the break were longer. Too bad our time in New Zealand will be so short. But—wait! It doesn’t matter, because I will do a runner. I will lose myself in New Zealand, and I will do it so well that they will never find me. Not until I’m ready to be found. Yes, this is indeed a great plan! 

      In Japan, I am a prisoner of doubt, guilt, and regret. A different environment will help me see with fresh eyes again. I am breathing deeper than I have for a long time. 

      I am not sure why the thought of escape excites me, but I find myself anticipating an adventure. The thrill of decisions made on my own without either Nori or J-Big telling me what I must do. 

      I feel alive.

      As each day passes, I grow more impatient for our departure. It never enters my head to discuss my idea with Shizue, since it’s only partially formed. I do speak to Mother though. Sure, it’s a one-way discussion, but it leaves me feeling more determined. Yes, I think it’s a good plan!
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      The flight crew warns us we are about to go through a storm as we descend into Wellington City. The weather is nothing unusual for the time of year they tell us gleefully as the plane is buffeted violently from side-to-side. The wheels screech as they hit the wet tarmac and the passengers clap their hands happily. 

      Rain slashes a plastic window as we walk through the aerobridge to the terminal. It doesn’t dampen my spirit. I feel invigorated by my new environment and the excitement of our landing.

      Koga is glued to his keitai. He keeps himself occupied by busily scrolling through his messages. The corners of his mouth are turned down in the typically exaggerated manner of a company executive. His face resembles the painted mask of a kabuki actor. He is tired, and he doesn’t mind showing it. My manager does not like being outside of Japan.

      The terminal building has a small-town feel that's in stark contrast to the large size of the foreigners who move about inside. I’ve forgotten how big they can be. I can’t help sneaking a stare at them from under my floppy green hat and oversize sunglasses.

      The first time I lay eyes on him, he is in the terminal building enthusiastically greeting a couple of passengers. Two Japanese men who are older than him. I can tell the two men are Japanese just from the way they respond to each other. Their body movements are efficient and coordinated. They also share typical small physical features, wear dark suits, and long woolen coats tailored to fit narrow bodies. They are salarymen. Japanese executives on a corporate business trip. I can guess from the nervous smiles this is their first trip outside of Japan. 

      

      He has brown hair that curls under his ears, and a nose that almost dominates his face. I like a refined and big nose on guys. His is a nose that says this is a strong and smart person.

      He walks like a big clumsy cat, and he has a cute face, never mind the nose. He isn’t cute in the way we Japanese mean, when we associate it with small soft features. He is cute in a rough boyish way, with a face that's all freckles and smiles.

      How would he react if I was to walk up to him, and… Mm, but what would I do next? I have no idea. I could write the name of my hotel and my room number on the back of a business card and slip it into his hand. 

      I would need to get to know him first, and that would take days! Anyway, I’d need at least two drinks before I could give him my room number. Thinking about it is fun.

      He gazes over the heads of the milling passengers and notices me. Even from this distance, I can see his eyes are clear like the surface of a moonlit lake. His gaze is quite intense. It feels as though even his glance looks deep into me. I lift my glasses onto my forehead and glare right back then casually shift my attention to the space between us as if I hadn’t noticed him.

      How the heck did he know I was staring at him anyway? Despite myself, I can’t help glancing back at him once more. A stupid reflex action I regret as soon as I do because now he’s grinning at me like a damn monkey. He doesn’t even know me! 

      I feel my face glowing and I curse under my breath. I turn around and walk a little too quickly over to Shizue. 

      “Hey, what’s up?” She asks me.

      “That guy standing over there with the salarymen. Do you see him?”

      She raises up on her toes and scans the airport like a meerkat standing on a rock.

      “Oh, don't make it so obvious!” I plead. I blow my hair out of my eyes, pretending to fuss with my suitcases, making sure to keep my back to the smiling man in his oversize suit. 

      Koga looks up from his keitai with a frown. Nothing could be worse for his schedule than a complication.

      “Kakkoii, ne?” Shizue says as she stares at the guy with a look of admiration. “It's unfortunate that he looks a little stupid.”

      “You say similar about nearly every gaijin.” 

      “No, I don’t!” She snaps, and she gives me the duck face pout she equates with mild indignation. “He's standing there staring at you. Oh, wait. Now he’s turned away. What a relief! I thought he was coming over to ask for your autograph.” 

      “Come on,” Koga calls, with an impatient frown. He pushes his trolley into the fat rumps of an elderly couple. “Ah, gomenasai,” he says, giving them both a quick bow of apology. 

      He circles the startled pair and hurries off ahead of us. 

      “We better catch up with him,” Shizue says with a groan.

      I glance over my shoulder, but the foreigner and the salarymen have melted into the crowd.

      

      Rain slides down the blue glass windows of the terminal creating tiny rivers that flatten under the gusts of wind until they are webs that blur our view of the outside world. I push my baggage trolley through the exit doors and brace for the cool, wet lash of the storm, but instead, I find the air moist and warm. I might still be in Tokyo in the rainy season, only I am in a different hemisphere, far from home. It feels good.

      Feeling fish-eyed and slack-jawed with tiredness, we watch the driver load our bags into the trunk of a black Mercedes. Inside the car, Shizue sits beside Koga in the back, scanning her phone for messages. I pull down the sun visor and check my face in the mirror. I can see blue, swollen rings under Shizue's eyes. She must have been tapping away on Koga’s tablet for the entire flight, checking every detail of our schedule. She looks up to see me watching. “One of your bags is missing," she tells me. “We'll find it soon.” 

      She's using her personal assistant voice just like she does whenever Koga is present. I suppose, in a way, we are friends. Yes, I know it’s pathetic turning to a professional relationship to find a friend. That’s what happens when you spend too much time wrapped up in a safe cocoon, protected by minders. 

      I listen to my tired reply in the customary fashion required by our roles. It sounds a lot like a recorded message on an answering machine. The same reply to everyone. “Thank you, I appreciate your help.” 

      Oh, what a company-clone I am.
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      I twist another thick towel around my head, letting the end fall over my shoulder as I gaze down at the street below my window. Where are all the people walking along the pavements? Where is the bumper-to-bumper traffic? What is it with this beautiful, empty city?

      The phone rings, and I pick it up, expecting to hear Shizue letting me know they have found my suitcase.

      “Ms. Shimano, you have a call from Tokyo. A Mr. Shimano Noritake. Would you like me to transfer it to your phone?” The woman stumbles over the unfamiliar vowel and consonant combination in my husband’s name. 

      It doesn’t matter. I hesitate, trying to think of a way I can avoid talking to Nori. “Please tell Shimano-san, I am not available at this time.” 

      I put down the receiver without waiting to hear the reply from reception. I’m a world away from him, yet still, he attempts to control my life. He can try whatever he likes, he will not find his way back into my heart. Gossip magazines can say what want because I don't care that they know anymore.

      The thought of Nori ringing the hotel desk makes me laugh. What an idiot. He could have reached me directly through my keitai. What is the point of ringing the front desk? He knows I wouldn’t answer once I saw his name. He knows me too well. 

      The phone call has made me uneasy. He wants me to know he can find me wherever I am. That's his game. A knock at the door snaps me out of my thoughts. 

      It's Shizue looking bright and cheerful. Not a trace of tiredness on her face. She walks past me into my room without waiting for an invitation, berating me when she sees I haven’t dressed. This is typical of her, and I usually find it amusing. Her personality always annoyed Nori, and he never missed the chance to tell me every time their paths cross. Yayoi, why must you have an assistant with no manners? He would ask.

      Shizue looks at me in mock anger. “Ya-chan, why do you always get up so late?” 

      I laugh at her attempt at an angry face. “Give me a moment to throw on some clothes, and I’ll be with you.”

      Shizue sits down with a heavy thud, letting her Hermes shoulder bag drop from her arm onto the tabletop. She arches her back, and stretches her arms over her head, yawning loudly.

      I choose a bright silk scarf and hesitate in front of the mirror. No, I don't need a scarf, I think, and I toss it back into the open suitcase, and wander back into the bathroom to fix my hair. 

      “We are going to miss breakfast,” Shizue calls out. 

      Ignoring her is never a good idea. She only gets more persistent. 

      When I look around the bathroom door she waves to me from her chair and taps the face of her gold watch. Shizue must be the only woman I know under forty who still wears one. 

      "Give me a break, I call out.”

      I know what she's doing. She will be gazing out the window, pulling at her earrings in her distracted manner, and pursing her lips or frowning her disapproval. 

      But, I see that I'm wrong when she appears in the doorway behind me. She has finished the routine and run out of patience. “You can always go down to the restaurant by yourself," I tell her, tossing away the headband. I'll wear it loose after all.

      "You are skipping breakfast again," she tells me. “How many times did my mother tell me how important that is. I can't remember. Surely your..." Her voice faded.

      Behind me, she stares at me wide-eyed, and she bites her lip. “I’m sorry I said that,” she whispers.

      I pull the comb through my hair a couple more times, then I turn to give her a bright smile. “I’m ready. Let's go."
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      I find Koga waiting in one of two chairs in a quiet corner of the set. He’s glummer than usual, and I can see he’s nervous. There are only two reasons for him to be here. Either he brings bad news, or he has a favor to ask. He gets to his feet and returns my polite bow.

      One of the young runners on the set sets a pot of green tea and two cups on the table. She stands to one side as the tea steeps, turning the pot to help hurry the process.

      When Koga coughs impatiently, she bows and pours the tea, and with a cute bow, she makes a quick departure.

      I scratch at the hemline of my slacks, cursing under my breath when my nail catches in the fabric. It’s a nervous habit I have developed waiting to be interviewed.

      Koga sips at his tea and considers his words. When he puts the empty cup down, he sits back in his chair, looking as composed as he can. But he doesn't fool me. Beads of sweat are forming on his forehead again. “Yayoi-san—this morning your husband called me from his hotel. He arrived in Wellington last night. He asks that you join him for dinner this evening.”

      “Nori couldn’t ask me himself?”

      “He’s found it difficult to reach you,” he replies. He waits for me to answer, and when I don't he adjusts his tie and leans closer in his chair.

      “This is a difficult situation." Koga is wringing his hands. “Please do your best.”

      I think he might as well have added the words ‘for all of us’.

      I straightening my jacket and sit up like I am in command because at this moment the decision is mine to make. “What are you asking me to do?” I know exactly what he is asking me to do, but pretend I don’t. That way I can give him some room to accept my refusal.

      He pulls out a handkerchief and dabs at his forehead, taking the time to fold and straighten the fabric before returning it to his pocket. It is a matter of accomplishing the small things he can, even while he sees the moment falling to pieces. “Please, Yayoi-san. This is crucial to the success of your new album. No matter what happens between you both—you must complete the video. I am sorry to make such a difficult request. But you understand why don’t you?”

      “I understand,” I reply. I feel sorry for the man, but I can’t give him the answer he wants to hear.

      He groans as he gets to his feet, and tells me he will see me back at the hotel. I watch him picks up his briefcase and walk off the set. I actually feel impressed that he made such an effort in the first place. Then again, he really did have little choice. It's his job that's on the line.

      

      On our way back to the hotel, Shizue suggests I leave a message with the reception at his hotel that I agree to have a coffee with him. Then I could later I could simply ring them with some excuse. I suddenly came down with food poisoning or a bad headache. Any excuse would do.

      I remind her that last-minute delay tactics have never worked with Nori. He will persist until he gets whatever it is he wants. I tell her that Nori, by making his approach through Koga, intends for me to feel the full weight of my decision. He's growing more obsessive and more controlling by the day.

      

      Later, when I am back in my room, the receptionist rings to tell me my husband is waiting in the lobby. I let the receiver fall from my hand. What am I supposed to do? The nightmare just continues. I consider downing a mini bottle from my bar to give myself a boost, but I know he would only smell it on my breath, and see it as an invitation to have a drink with me.

      I could ring Shizue and ask her to meet me in the lobby, but I know this is something I must sort on my own. It is going to be less complicated that way. Perhaps we can work things out in a way that's agreeable to us both.

      I glance at my appearance in the mirror and straighten my blouse. When I'm satisfied, I close the door of my room and walk to the elevator.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      By the time the bell rings and the doors slide open, I’ve composed my face into an expression of cool politeness. It’s more for my benefit than for his. It’s the mask that helps me steel my resolve. 

      We run through the awkward formalities demanded by etiquette. The quick bows of mutual respect that even familiar acquaintances will return to each other in greeting. 

      He glances around the lobby for an ashtray. “They don’t like smoking in public places,” I tell him. I keep my tone as a matter-of-fact as I can under the circumstances. 

      He chooses a coffee table and gestures for me to join him. 

      “This is supposed to be a hotel, isn’t it?” He says with a slight frown, taking a small ash holder pouch from inside his jacket. Even in Japan, he is beginning to find it difficult to smoke a cigarette in a public place. He clicks it open and places it on the table. Then he takes out a flat silver case, selects a cigarette from under the white silk band, and snaps the lid shut. They are the only cigarettes he smokes. Hand-rolled from his favorite Tokyo tobacco bar. “You’ve been keeping well?” 

      “Yes, thanks. And you?” 

      “The same, thank you,” he replies with a perfunctory nod, tapping down the end of the cigarette on the glass tabletop to compact the tobacco.

      My grandfather was a heavy smoker, and in the mornings before school, I would roll him enough rounds to last him the day. Although he never asked me to do it, most mornings I would tap the ends and stack them neatly in his cigarette case for him.

      Nori was at the peak of his acting career when I first met him. That was before his long slide downhill. I see he has developed an unhealthy skin pallor, and there's a glaze over the dark eyes that were once bright. His overindulgence in tobacco and alcohol is taking its toll. But, yes, once he was a man who had energy and wit to spare. 

      As an impressionable eighteen-year-old, I found myself so very attracted to him. It seems a lifetime ago. My family were always against our union, but that made me all the more determined. I was convinced the marriage would work. Nori was handsome, charming, and yes, he was energetic, although almost twenty years my senior. He was also the son of a family that owned one of Japan’s largest recording studios.

      It didn’t matter to me that he already had two children. Somehow, the fact that Nori was older and experienced made his interest in me seem much more exciting. Despite all he had to lose, he was going to give it all up for me. Back then, I was so young and careless.

      Now, I simply don’t care. I despise him for what he has become. I despise him for not living up to my expectations.

      Even when his wife discovered his affair with me, a young wannabe pop idol, he still continued to see me. One year after we met, he had divorced her. We were married only months later. It wasn’t long after that I discovered he would do exactly the same to me, and not once, but many times, and with many women. Perhaps we were made for each other. We are two of a kind, both of us, selfish to the core.

      His eyes never leave me as he performs his tobacco ritual. When he exhales, he closes his eyes to heighten the calming effect of the nicotine.

      I grow impatient. “I was surprised when Koga-san told me you had arrived in Wellington.”

      I can tell Nori feels uncomfortable. He's out of his element. Unwilling to accept change. It is quite difficult to hate someone who is so obviously miserable. I glance away, pretending to blink a hair out of my eye. My stupid emotions!

      Mr. Thin Mustache at the front desk has cleared his throat several times since Nori lit up. After getting no response, he has decided to take the direct approach. He walks out from behind the white oak counter and taps a small white acrylic sign on our table. It has the familiar symbol of a red circle cut through by the diagonal line. “Sir, smoking isn’t allowed in the hotel lobby.”
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