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Takanawa Rei
高輪　令



There’s an argument that I should have seen it coming. Well, maybe not this specifically, but something. My sister has been sending me death-based texts for a few weeks now, which never bodes well, does it.


The first message arrived when I was sitting in a client meeting watching my colleague Jasper present his slides, and noticing how inconsistent his use of full stops was. It’s not that I give much of a shit about full stops per se, but Jasper had told me that morning, with no irony whatsoever, that he was a ‘pretty detail-focused bloke’. So.


Did you know that in Korea they say Anyoung Haseyo when they see each other in the morning?


I dropped the phone surreptitiously into my lap. It was just past 1am in Tokyo. I could see the three dots, Ai typing.


It means ‘youre healthy!’ because everyones so pleased you didn’t freeze to death in the night.


Thats a real example of glass-half-full thinking, isnt it.


When the meeting was over, I messaged her that this was news to me, and thank you for the everyday education, and sent her the video of the cockatoo pushing everything off the kitchen counter and jumping around in celebration of his own bad-assery.


How are you meant to know that’s the beginning of something? Ai’s like a volcano – calm for aeons at a time, with occasional geysers sputtering up, or rumblings that turn out to be nothing at all. You can’t evacuate every time there’s a burst of hot air.


I googled.


She messaged me two nights ago, late, asking if I could send her a photograph of a Waitrose aisle. Nothing bad can ever happen in Waitrose. All the Waitroses I looked up were shut, so I sent her a Google Images photo of the Queen in the cheese aisle. She didn’t reply.
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When Kiki calls, with her usual impeccable timing, the ambient airport noises on my headphones are turned up full blast, and I only answer the phone in order to silence it. My boss, Llewellyn, has just told me I have three hours to put together a presentation that requires at least a week of prep. Llewellyn has spent our entire working relationship making wrong assumptions about me based on my Asian face, and I have never done anything to correct him. I definitely do not have time for a heart-to-heart with my sister.


Kiki starts talking with no preamble, but her words are lost, because the paralegal in the office opposite has just taken a personal call, and when I remove my headphones all I can hear is her announcing to somebody that Bloody Vagina has gone and done it again. From what I’ve learnt from her calls, Vagina is her father’s newest wife. Meanwhile, Hikaru is talking over Kiki at her end, an insistent and rhythmic ‘MaMA, MaMA, MaMA’ that I don’t understand how Kiki can tune out. I have no idea why she can’t text me like a normal person. I go to close the door, and manage to drop the phone so it skitters across the corridor.


‘Turn on the news.’ The dictum floats up from the floor, the voice of a disembodied oracle.


I grab the phone before anyone hears anything else they don’t need to.


‘What do you mean turn on the news?’ I hiss, crouched down in front of one of the enormous flower arrangements that bloom incongruously across the office. ‘I live in London; I don’t have terrestrial television.’ Japan has twelve channels, and getting access to internet TV is like trying to break into the Pentagon. I think it’s a form of mind control.


‘Well, go to the digital news outlet of your choice, then.’


‘I have no digital news outlet of choice. The choice is liars or doomsayers so I’ve stopped paying attention. What is it?’


‘It’s Ai,’ Kiki says, and my stomach drops. I should have paid closer attention to the messages. ‘She’s become a national disgrace and lost her job.’ I’ve always admired that in Kiki – her ability to make all pieces of information sound equally neutral and matter-of-fact. I think the set lunch comes with a side salad. I think the person you were hoping to see is already dead. Sweet relief washes over me, followed quickly by irritation that my workday is being interrupted for someone who is still alive.


‘Don’t be over-dramatic.’


‘I’m not being over-dramatic. If you turned on the news you’d see.’


‘For fuck’s sake, Kiki.’ I look up to see one of the banking interns walking past, clutching coffees. ‘Unless she’s orchestrated a terrorist attack or murdered the emperor, the BBC is not going to be covering a story about a pop talent from Tokyo.’ I get up to return to my office.


‘She’s not a talent, Rei, she’s an idol. She’s everywhere online. There are videos of them hanging around outside a brothel.’


‘A brothel? Who?’


‘Her and Ichiro,’ Kiki says. ‘Well, maybe not an actual brothel.’


‘Who the hell is Ichiro?’


‘Don’t you know anything?’


‘Nothing current, as we’ve already established.’ I sit back down at my desk.


It turns out our little sister, to the pearl-clutching horror of the Japanese public, has been caught doing the walk of shame with a married man. Not just any married man, but Suzu Ichiro, the president of Kansas Records, the biggest record label in the country, and my sister’s possibly erstwhile employer.


‘Is he even hot?’ I ask, like it matters.


‘No, obviously not – Hikaru, if you keep doing that, you’re going to shut your fingers in the drawer, and it will hurt – I mean, not that bad, for a suit. I guess the power might be attractive? He has quite nice eyes—’


‘It was kind of a rhetorical question.’


Hikaru lets out a blood-curdling howl.


‘It’s OK, Hikaru, come here,’ my sister says, the tone of her voice changing not one iota. ‘Oh dear, does it hurt?’ I hear kisses, crooning noises that are almost obliterated by his fire-engine wails.


‘I have to go, Rei,’ Kiki calls over the noise. ‘Google it!’


Maybe it’s no bad thing that at that moment, Llewellyn sticks his head into the office and says that, actually, the client report needs to be ready in one hour, not three, and we’re presenting to the senior managers after lunch. I could swear he smirks as he says it. As he closes the door, my watch, an activity tracker that is never satisfied, orders me to ‘Move!’ with a smiley face.
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It’s disappointing to discover that, unfortunately, Kiki wasn’t being entirely over-dramatic when she said that Ai had become a national disgrace. I hold out on googling my sister until after the client report deadline. As I hand the document to Llewellyn, with next to no fucks given about whatever holes it may contain, which I consider a win from a personal-development point of view, he tells me he hopes I haven’t forgotten about the meeting with the Chinese clients first thing on Monday morning. He has definitely never mentioned the meeting before.


I decide to exit the building in an attempt to calm myself with the Zen tranquillity of central London. On my way out, I’m accosted by Jasper, who is in no way my senior and asks me to do him a favour which has nothing to do with my job title. I smile and agree. I might even say it would be a pleasure. If ever I doubt the Japanese portion of my blood, there it is in all its inconvenient glory.


As I wait for the lift down to the lobby, I scroll back through the messages Ai sent me before her Waitrose photo-shoot request.


Remember in Troy when Brad Pitt said the gods envy us because were mortal?


We watched Troy the last time all three of us were together, sprawled on the futon, each with half an eye on the laptop sitting on Ai’s knees. I think it must have been a pirated version, because the Japanese subtitles kept referring to Achilles as ‘John’. I messaged her back that I couldn’t remember, and she maybe needed to have a word with herself about which films she stores in her head verbatim and which ones she filters out.


Do you think its true? That everything’s more beautiful because it ends?


My answer:


You cannot go into a depression based on a line delivered by a Hollywood actor. No matter how great his abs.


The lift seems to be taking a stupidly long time, and I press the call button a few times more for good measure. Looking at the messages now, I’m thinking that, given the family history of unstable behaviour, I clearly should have followed that up. But, to be fair to myself – and I’m trying to take the therapist’s advice here, despite the fact I happen to think he’s lacking as a human being – in the rear-view mirror everything’s always clear as daylight, and what, anyway? What should I have done?


Exiting the Silverman Sayle building, I’m confronted with a picture-perfect view of St Paul’s. Some days it’s a great comfort, to think that place has seen it all before, but today all I can see is the Gherkin poking up behind it like some obscene photo-bomber. The therapist said it was important to remember that you couldn’t control other people’s behaviour, only your reaction to it. I didn’t tell him I thought that was a defeatist attitude. I haven’t been back since.


I sit down on a bench in a leafy square and put Ai’s name in the search bar of my phone. I’m immediately bombarded with outraged headlines and grainy images, the same few moments shot from different angles. A girl with a curtain of dark hair, her face variously obscured by the man pressed up against it, his businessman’s suit incongruous and inevitable. The articles are sparse on information but strong on shock and horror, roaring at the young starlet’s impropriety, the demise of her career, the scandal of it. The location is apparently the Paradise Love Hotel in Shin-Okubo, discreetly located above Ten Sluts lap-dancing bar. The married company president is named in each article once, as a sort of accessory to the story, an incidental bystander.


Ai started her singing life in Loupie Lou, one of those mega-bands with a million members all dressed in matching outfits, doing endless performances in shopping centres and at local festivals. To be honest, I hoped and assumed that this weird moment of her life would fade out when the band went bankrupt or the sleazy manager got bored. Ai didn’t write any of the songs, they all sang them with faux-American accents – which is actually quite hard to achieve in Japanese – and every single one was accompanied by dance moves like an earth-bound synchronised swimming routine. For ages, the band was mainly known for creating shockwaves with their risqué chewing-gum commercial (it involved them passing it mouth to mouth in their teeth, like an unhygienic relay), but somehow, by the time I went back to Japan last year, Loupie Lou had exploded – they were all over the J-pop charts, the only band you heard in shops, selling out stadiums all over the country, performing on every breakfast and music and chat show going.


Then, in a move that was classic Ai, in being completely unexpected, she propelled herself out of Loupie Lou and formed her own rock-folk-pop band, Kabuki, where she writes all the music and seems to have masterminded all their outfits and mad staging. The whole thing is like being caught in some kind of psychedelic trip where you can’t really get your breath. At least that seems a little more true-to-form.


It’s not even clear from the photos that it’s definitely her. I zoom in closer and closer on all the pictures and it could be anybody. Well, almost anybody – any young, pretty haafu caught in a scandalous situation. I lean back on the bench and sigh so loudly that a pigeon relieves itself just next to my foot, blinking in surprise. It’s not that anyone gives the smallest of shits who Ai sleeps with. She’s welcome to shack up with the Dalai Lama if she fancies, and I imagine that in some respects that would suit them both very well. But the deal is meant to be that everyone does what they need to do to keep things ticking along. We eat our greens, breathe deeply and don’t make life decisions likely to derail our tenuous grasp on sanity. In that, I think it’s fair to say that Ai has fallen short.


I, for example, do not take mind-altering drugs. I get enough sleep. I try not to listen to love songs, or songs in a minor key. As well as never watching the news, I don’t read books in which anyone dies. Or loses their job. Or breaks up with anyone. Or that feature animals of any kind. Ever. It means my cultural diet mainly consists of Dolly Parton’s ‘9 to 5’ and books about town planning, but in this way I attempt to keep my mind running smoothly along its rickety old tracks. In the same spirit, my sister should recognise that sleeping with a married man, or becoming the subject of a tabloid scandal, or somehow managing a well-executed conglomeration of the two, is likely to result in her feeling slightly out of whack, with all the inevitable consequences, and is therefore to be avoided. I dig the heels of my hands into my eye sockets.


Going back to the phone, my finger brushes against a video thumbnail and the last notes of a Kabuki song crackle out. Even through the tinny speaker, competing with the sounds of London traffic, Ai’s voice gives me goosebumps. I’m surprised every time I hear it, since I always convince myself afterwards that I must have been feeling over-emotional that day, and she can’t, surely, be that good. She is, though. When she sings, the sensation is physical, the purity of the high notes like the finest froth, swimming down the octaves like cream, with a bass like the darkest alleys of your heart on its most beaten-up days. It’s a sound that caresses your memories, plays your feelings like they’re keys on a piano.


The song ends and Ai speaks into the mic, cradling her guitar like a child. She sounds more confident, more forceful than I’ve heard in a while. The timestamp says the video was uploaded a month ago. She thanks the crowd for coming. Then she thanks her bandmates for the music, and then she thanks the universe. The universe, she says, gave her the music, and the music reminds her that we are all connected, all one.


Kiki picks up on the first ring.


‘What the hell has happened to her? Why is she being so woo-woo?’


‘What do you mean?’


‘We are all one? The universe gave me the music? Is she on drugs?’


‘Rei, she’s always been like that. Anyway, it’s not a totally unreasonable idea, is it?’


‘Are you even sure it’s her?’ I say, ignoring Kiki’s last question. ‘How can they prove it? The picture quality is shit.’


‘I don’t think she’s denying that it’s her.’


‘Idiot child.’


‘For doing it, or for not denying it?’


‘For not hiding it better, obviously.’ A squirrel running across the path stops to give me a hard look. ‘And for doing it,’ I add as an afterthought. ‘Why would she go to a love hotel?’


‘Where else was she meant to go?’


‘Uh, anywhere? At least a classy place. Somewhere not in Tokyo? Somewhere without pay-as-you-go dildos and spunk-encrusted sheets?’


‘Don’t be revolting. There’s probably spunk encrusted on the sheets in the Grand Hyatt, too; it just isn’t advertised in the name.’


I pull the phone away from my ear to take another look at the picture.


‘Why does anyone even care?’ I snap at Kiki finally, like maybe this reaction is her fault. ‘She never claimed to be a nun.’


‘She kind of did, actually. It’s in her contract,’ Kiki says. ‘Idols are supposed to be single. How else are all her fans meant to imagine they have a chance? She’s meant to be an incorruptible fantasy.’


‘She signed a contract about her sex life?’


‘Either way,’ Kiki says impatiently, ‘we live in Japan? I don’t know if you’ve heard about the importance of keeping up appearances? Everyone’s concerned for the morality of the nation, frankly. There they were, worshipping Ai in all her lily-white perfection, and it turns out she slept her way to the top!’


I flinch. ‘She didn’t,’ I say automatically. It wouldn’t occur to her.


‘No,’ Kiki agrees. ‘Not on purpose, anyway.’


‘Is she OK?’


‘What do you think?’


I curse under my breath. ‘Is she still in the share house?’


‘I think. She’s being cagey and not very coherent. I told her to come stay with me, but she hasn’t answered.’


I have an unwelcome vision of Ai at sixteen, standing abruptly in the middle of lunch, her mouth still full of rice. She said she’d just remembered she’d left her phone in the freezer at the grocery shop, and then she left the house and didn’t come back for two days.


‘Why didn’t you tell me?’


‘Tell you what?’ Even pissed off, Kiki’s voice is even. ‘That it’s like keeping watch on an un-defused land mine? Every day a marvellous surprise? That’s business as usual, Rei.’ There’s a one-second silence during which we both don’t swear at each other. Sometimes, I marvel at our maturity. ‘So when are you coming?’


‘When am I coming?’


‘Yes,’ Kiki says patiently. ‘When are you coming to sort it out?’


When Ai did eventually come home, two sleepless nights later, about a minute and a half before I ordered a nationwide manhunt, she said without explanation that she’d been in Osaka, as if she’d just been away on a planned holiday, and then pretty much went back to normal. Figuring out how Ai is doing at any given moment, or how she’s going to be tomorrow, is a stab in the dark. There’s one part of my brain where a fire alarm went off the moment Kiki called this morning. It’s the other part that answers.


‘She’s twenty-one, not five,’ I say. ‘So she slept with some disastrous man. Who hasn’t? I’m not flying ten thousand miles to commiserate.’


Kiki tuts. ‘She’s your sister. It’s on the national news, Rei. That means Obaachan will have seen it too.’


Invoking our great-grandmother is a dirty trick. I refuse to react.


‘I have a job. I basically have to learn Mandarin by next week.’ I can practically hear Kiki rolling her eyes. ‘Why can’t you sort it out? She’s your sister too.’


‘Since when has she listened to anything I say? I don’t have the bossy-eldest-child authority you do.’


‘And I have Charlotte’s wedding this weekend.’


‘Charlotte’s getting married? Is it to a lord? Please say it’s to a lord.’


‘What the fuck, Kiki—’


‘Do you even know his name? Are you abandoning us to go to a stranger’s wedding? Is Sath going to be there?’


‘I’m hanging up. And I’m going to call Ai. But I am not coming to Japan.’


‘She won’t answer,’ Kiki warns, and then hangs up before I can.


Kiki’s right, again. I let the phone ring twenty-five times. Nothing. I try again. And again. And then a fourth time, because that will make it a neat hundred rings that my sister has ignored. It’s late evening in Tokyo. I wonder what she’s doing, if she’s eaten dinner. If she’s huddled in a futon somewhere seeing my name come up on her screen and silencing her phone, or if she’s so busy weeping and being blanked by her bandmates that she hasn’t heard it at all.


It’s a grey day in London, the flat light and low clouds threatening rain, if they can be arsed. The buildings around the little square I’m sitting in are historic, grand, the trees well established. I picture Shin-Okubo, the Korean neighbourhood in Tokyo where Ai lives, vibrating with shops blasting K-pop, peddling thousands of collectible cards featuring its hot young things, barbecue restaurants and skincare stores jostling for space. It seems even further away than usual. Something occurs to me and I google ‘Anyoung Haseyo’; the internet says it means ‘hello’, or ‘peace’. I suppose linguistic accuracy isn’t really the point. A black cab chugs past, carrying someone sleek and harassed-looking, and in my mind’s eye I see the Tokyo equivalent, New York-style saloon cars in fluorescent oranges and bright greens. I think of Ai when we first visited Tokyo together, after our mother died. I can feel her little hand in mine. She was learning to read kanji, misunderstanding the flashing symbols on the front of the taxis – the letter for ‘sky’, 空, is the same as the letter for ‘empty’ or ‘available’. All those sky-cars driving around Tokyo. She was so small.
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Takanawa Kiki
高輪 清美



A good thing about working in an old people’s home is that generally speaking the residents (or inmates, depending on how you look at them) are much more interested in things that happened fifty years ago than they are in current reality, so you can form your own views about the world today without being unduly influenced by other people’s ideas. Also, it puts into perspective just how serious anything that’s happening really is – not very, usually.


When I arrive for my shift on Saturday, the day after speaking to Rei (late, because the washing machine gushed grey water all over the floor just as we were trying to leave, and Hikaru wanted to have a forensic discussion about how old Santa Claus is at the door of his kindergarten), it’s to find Hoshino-san crying her heart out in the corner of the games lounge. Nobody is paying any attention to her because there’s an argument brewing about what channel the TV should be on, and most people are either involved or spectating. Sato-san is insisting on repeat – and with real venom – that only plebs watch anything other than the news, and Kanta-san is determined to watch the Olympics. He means the 1964 Olympics, and he only wants to watch Takao Sakurai win the boxing. Hoshino-san is often sad, because she thinks she’s been left all alone and nobody ever comes to see her, and she wants to go home. She can’t go home, because she kept wandering out of the house in her nightie, or leaving the hobs on, once starting a major fire in her building. Her son comes to see her every single day, and every single day she forgets he’s been as soon as he walks out of the door. Luckily, she forgets her woes just as easily, and once I’ve convinced her to let me wash her hair, and sat her in front of the mirror to style it the way she likes, she’s cheerful again.


I’m just brushing Hoshino-san’s hair out, clean and dry and snow white, remembering when we were small and I used to make Ai play hairdressers with me (Rei flatly refused), when I hear our family name from the television. I step across the corridor back into the lounge, where Sato-san, having wrested the remote off Kanta-san, is standing ten centimetres away from the screen clutching the controller possessively. Kanta-san is sitting by the window in his wheelchair, looking defeated.


‘Sato-san, you’ll hurt your eyes, watching the TV from so close,’ I tell her. I’m a professional, so I don’t point out that she should probably just refrain from being kind of a bitch.


‘Your vulgar little sister was on again,’ she spits at me, looking gleeful. ‘She’s a home-wrecker!’


Sato-san must be having a good day, if she can remember Ai. She saw her on the New Year’s Eve music show that the residents stayed up to watch and has had it in for her ever since.


‘Is she?’ I ask in my most patient, patronising voice. One of the great boons of being a single mother, and there are lots, is that after a while, other people’s opinions about your life become white noise.


Sato-san frowns and clutches her walking stick. ‘Why are you asking me?’ She tuts loudly, her eyebrows knotting together. ‘Who are you talking about?’ Maybe not such a good day, then.


You could say that it’s a perk of the job, to see the potential pitfalls of longevity. It sucks, no doubt about it, that our mother only made it to the grand old age of thirty-five. But in the moment I see Hoshino-san heartbroken, or watch five different confused personalities wash across Sato-san’s face, or hear the way Kanta-san’s language has reverted to something more primitive than Hikaru’s at eighteen months, I think maybe it’s a blessing that our mother will never get there.


I’m just about to go back to Hoshino-san when I hear Ai’s name on the TV again. I’ve never gotten used to it, finding her smiling at me from magazines or billboards, winking about curry roux and showing her dimples, emoting in the rain to screaming crowds. I recognise her features, but she’s not someone I know – this immaculately constructed, quasi-religious J-pop fantasy. My sister the epitome of purity, essentially a singing saint. Only now, it’s my sister the scum of the earth, lower than a toe-cheese bacterium and in league with the devil.


On the TV talk show, a presenter with a quiff and round neon glasses is making loud noises about how ‘not kawaii’ Takanawa Ai has been. Takanawa Ai is not a collectible to hang off the end of your Sharpie, or a fluffy sticker for your iPhone, I want to tell him. I switch the channel over before Sato-san can latch on to it again, and consider the fact that, maybe, it’s no bad thing that Rei isn’t here to see all this. When the story first broke, I actually considered not telling her about it. The thing about Rei is that she might radiate calm – calm to the point of steeliness, in fact, so that if she wasn’t my sister, I’d probably avoid her – but the truth is that the inside of her head is like the final note of some operatic calamity vibrato-ing without end. I really wasn’t sure if bringing Ai’s extra-marital activity to the party was going to be that helpful. Although I suppose, given Rei approaches her entire existence as a 24/7 life-or-death activity anyway, you could say it’s a service to give her something real to chew over, and save her self-combusting over nothing. Hikaru and I watched Ice Age at the Oimachi kids’ cinema club the other day, and I was so pleased to discover Rei’s spirit animal. You know the squirrel, the one who’s obsessed with finding and chasing his nut, quivering with anxiety from beginning to end? That. That’s her.


I wonder how long it’s going to take for Rei to back down and come home. I’d say two days – three at most. I wish she’d hurry up.


The situation follows me around all day. I’m doling out the daily portions of medication into pill trays, when my ear tunes in to the topic of discussion on the radio news – how ungrateful Takanawa Ai has been for the devotion of her followers, and how betrayed Kabuki’s fanbase feels by her behaviour. At lunch in the staff kitchen, a paper has been left open to an article speculating as to how long Ai’s torrid affair has been going on, and whether she would even have become the frontwoman for the band if Suzu Ichiro hadn’t been totally pussy-whipped. Not in those exact words, which wouldn’t really translate. The article wonders if Ai is even a very good musician.


Maria, my Filipina colleague, pats my head as she passes and tells me in English how beautiful my sister is. Ai is gorgeous, an objective fact. I try calling her again, but get sidelined by a phone survey that pops up like a whack-a-mole, wanting to know if I think fans should be refunded their tickets to Kabuki’s next concert. I send the link to Rei. Ai doesn’t pick up, naturally.


Sato-san deteriorates throughout my shift. She starts bellowing at me that I’m a hussy when I try to cut her toenails, so Maria says she’ll take over. Maria thinks Sato-san is hilarious, and the ruder she is, the harder she laughs. Sato-san doesn’t get any visitors, even though all the bills are always paid on time. I heard a rumour that her son stopped speaking to her when she disapproved of his marriage to a champion figure skater. It could all be total rubbish – the staff make stuff up to entertain themselves. When you’re on your eighth nappy change of the night or Kanta-san has spat out all his pills, leaving you to scrabble around on the floor for saliva-covered blobs while he stares out of the window like it had nothing to do with him, it helps to think about what they were like in their prime. Maybe it isn’t that her son isn’t speaking to her, maybe he’s dead, and the bills are being paid through something he organised in his will. I hope so – not that I want him to be dead; I just think that would be preferable to someone never visiting their mother. Or Hoshino-san, so sweet and bewildered, blinking politely and asking a hundred times a day where she is, listening earnestly and nodding, only to forget again thirty seconds later – what I think of is her looking after her son, kissing his round baby cheeks and holding his tiny feet in her hand. It’s only in my head, but it makes it easier to be patient answering her questions over and over again. It’s the least we can do, really, isn’t it, to treat the oldies as well as they treated us.


After my shift, I stop off at the conbini to buy Hikaru a dorayaki. When I get to the childminder’s, Hikaru rushes out, brandishing a picture proudly in my face. It’s a large felt-tip circle, painstakingly coloured in yellow, with an ominous scribble at the centre. ‘What a lovely picture, Hikaru,’ I say, breathing in the smell of the top of his head. ‘Is it the sun?’


‘It’s a burglar sitting in a lake of wee. He is alone, but not lonely. Did you bring me a snack?’


It’s too much, really, to say the love of your life is a five-year-old; too needy, arguably not even good parenting. And yet – that feeling, like you need to be near someone more than you need to breathe; I’ve only ever felt that for one man in my life, and it’s the little one with the pot belly and the taste for dorayaki.


Hikaru unwraps the dorayaki carefully and takes my hand to start the walk home.


‘Hikaru, when I’m old and living in a care home, are you going to come and visit me?’ I ask him.


‘No,’ he says blithely. ‘I’ll build you a little cave at the bottom of my garden and feed you strawberry shortcake.’
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Takanawa Ai
高輪　愛



‘I think it would be fair to say she isn’t at her best.’


I heard Kiki say that to Rei once, when she thought I couldn’t hear. When people talk about me – and there’s a lot of people doing that, especially recently – it feels like they’re talking about somebody else. They are talking about someone else – Takanawa Ai, this manga character I see on adverts sometimes. She’s like a friend I admire, but who scares me a bit. Some days I don’t really understand her at all.


When I hear Rei and Kiki talk about her, though, I know that’s me. They’ve known me longer than I’ve known myself. They tell me things sometimes from when I was little, things I can’t remember at all. I like hearing them talk about someone solid. I think of Kiki’s words now, every time things start to go slow around the edges and I know the blinds are about to close. I’m not at my best. Even though I’m not sure what my best is. I know I was different; last week, maybe. Or last month. Then I was Takanawa Ai, that confident, energetic singer everyone was crazy about. How I felt then seems impossible. Like the only way to feel it again would be to die and get born again as a completely different person. Just imagine Rei’s face, if I said that to her. You can’t say the word ‘die’ without her suddenly becoming really busy. Kiki told me she doesn’t even have cut flowers in her apartment, only living plants in pots.


I’ve been in this room for a while now.


Under the desk, actually.


It’s good having a lid on top.


When I first got to the share house, I thought it wasn’t a very nice room, but now I don’t know why that matters. It has all the stuff a room is meant to have: a bed, this desk, a light, a wardrobe. There’s a window, but I’m keeping the curtains closed.


There’s a book on the desk about Buddhism. I’ve tried reading it, but my mind keeps sliding off the page. I love reading, sometimes, and other times I can’t make the words be anything except black squiggles on a page, no matter how hard I try. I got the book from the library because of this priest who came to the Loupie Lou fan café one time. We were talking about how music connects everybody, and he told me that’s what Buddhism says, too, that we’re all connected and self is an illusion. I like that idea, that there’s no me. That’s why I keep the book where I can see it, even though I can’t read it. There must be a huge fine on it by now.


The last few months play through my mind a lot. I don’t want them to, but it’s like a video on a loop that won’t stop.


Imagine being the kind of person who could do the things Takanawa Ai did.


I can’t.


The roar of voices as every concert began – it was like thunder.


I can feel it: the sound, the vibration of it in my bones. The first slow beats of the taiko drums were the sound of a threat approaching, and as soon as they heard it, the crowd was quiet. Spotlights rose out of the smoke to illuminate podiums around the stadium and the girls with sticks in the air like weapons, drums gripped between their legs. The crash when they brought the beaters down: that was the sound that creation was born from.


The rhythm sped up, and the heartbeat of the crowd was in every strike, faster fasterfaster drumming up a fever.


The very first Kabuki song arrived almost a year ago, in the middle of the night. There had been sparks in my head for a few weeks before, like flares, so I knew something was coming. Before the song arrived, I told myself that, this time, I was going to go slowly. I know, I always know, that if I go through the storm I can only be spat out the other side. But once it starts, once the music’s arrived, trying to go slowly is like trying to hold back the sea. I almost didn’t catch the first song, because I couldn’t get the headphones to work, and I knew Arisa was going to be mad if I started playing the keyboard out loud at 2am. Arisa has been in bands the longest and is the scariest one in the share house. I put the keyboard on the quietest setting and ran to the bathroom next to the kitchen. I got the ending first, pinning down what I could hear so it couldn’t get away, then all the rest of it in a rush. The kanji for music is 音楽: fun (楽) noise (音). That made me so happy, that the fun noise was coming my way. In the morning I took it straight to Sakamoto, the manager of Loupie Lou.


I knew it was good. That wasn’t arrogance or conceit: I didn’t write the song, I pulled it out of the air like a gift. Sakamoto tried to pretend he wasn’t sure; he said it wasn’t the Loupie Lou sound. He was right about that – in Loupie Lou, we sang upbeat songs we could choreograph group dance performances to. This song needed something else. At first I tried to be polite and patient and wait for Sakamoto to come round, but it was making me crazy, like watching a sloth in slow motion. So I went to the head of the label.


I wasn’t nervous for a second, because I knew I would make it happen. This is the first song, I told him, but I could feel a whole load more already, waiting, the rock and pop and folk all coming together. All I needed was for him to say we could record one song, on whatever budget he wanted, and if we could do that, the whole thing would fly.


He said yes, obviously.


The first song was massive, like I knew it would be.


We need taiko drummers, I told the label head. An army of taiko drummers, and they all need to be girls, and tell the costume department it’s traditional dress but cool, jinbeis in neon and layers of kimonos, the kind of thing Empress Masako wore when she got married, but we’ll cut them short and wear them over Levi’s. And everybody was saying yes of course they were, because yes was the only answer.


I said, there’s the light show to think about, and maybe fireworks


and I’m thinking bonfires on stage as part of the finale


and I’m checking out enormous fire pits, five metres across


and the bassist’s going to need a kabuto helmet


and we need to figure out how he’s going to hold his head up.


Doesn’t the Queen of England have some kind of a system for that? For when the crown’s too heavy for her ninety-year-old neck?


My brain’s this superpower figuring everything out, and I have hours in my day because I don’t need to sleep. Why would you sleep, when all the colours are so bright they’re ululating, and being awake is like a trip? There isn’t time to explain it – I’ll just do it, I’ll do all of it and you’ll see. I can see all the decisions in front of me – not just the one that needs to be made now but fifty after that, laid out like dominoes, and it’s such a simple thing to knock them all down and reach the end.


Every show, I’d rise from below the stage on a hydraulic lift, on a cloud of smoke. As soon as I saw the crowd in front of me, it was like I disappeared. All I was was a figment of their energy and expectation. I put the mic to my mouth and sighed out the first melody like water. The music billowed, a blessing, and all of us were hypnotised by the spell it cast.


Those nights, we were all in it together, out of our minds on rhythm and harmony.


Chords tumbled down like lightning, the pulse of the crowd thrummed like rain


and I was in the centre of it, conducting the storm.


It was so beautiful, while it lasted.
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Rei
令



I’ve done everything right and I’m still awake. I got in my exercise for the day early; I have eaten a salad containing fish and leafy greens so I am up on my omega-3 fatty acids, folates and magnesium; I have not partaken of caffeine since 1pm, or sugar and alcohol at all. Charlotte’s wedding present, a set of hand-carved candlesticks made from sustainably sourced wood, is wrapped up and sitting on the table in the hall ready for tomorrow, next to my wheelie suitcase. The flat is immaculate, as always, so clutter cannot fuck with the juju of my mind. By rights, I should be in a deep, smug sleep, ready to wake up refreshed and dewy-skinned. But I am awake. And furious. Again.


Ostensibly, I’m worrying about the state of the planet, haunted by the image of Hikaru living in a pile of motorhomes stacked on top of each other to keep out of the floodwaters. In my 2am megalomania, I’m somehow culpable for it all; if only I recycled more and had a job in conservation instead of finance, I could single-handedly defeat global crisis. There is the glaring probability that this self-flagellation is nothing more than a distraction from the damn voice in my head telling me I should have left for Japan yesterday, which in turn is a good way to avoid thinking about the possibility that Sath will be at the wedding. This says disappointing things about my character and priorities, on many different levels. He won’t be there; he was never even friends with Charlotte. I am going to kill Kiki for mentioning it.


I continue to lie very still with my eye mask on and my earplugs in, teeth gritted and brow furrowed, in that attitude well known to be conducive to peaceful slumber. Oddly, sleep is still elusive. It comes to me in a pang that I don’t actually like sleeping in a bed; those edges you can fall off, so finite. I think of futons in Japan, everyone in a cosy pile. It’s not helpful. I turn on the light and reach for my glasses, then go to the kitchen for whisky.


I call Ai again, hoping that the light of a new day will have cheered her up, willing her to have gone over to Kiki’s, for the three of them to be eating breakfast in Kiki’s apartment with the door open to the tiny balcony, the washing fluttering outside. She doesn’t pick up. I push myself up on to the kitchen counter to sit cross-legged on the marble, put Ai’s name in the search bar and flick through until Google runs out of damning headlines and starts showing me pictures of Ai in her glory days (the day before yesterday) instead.


As the frontwoman for Kabuki, Ai’s giving me fuck-off looks from a million different angles, smashing a chord on the piano with her hair flying, eyes closed, frowning into the mic. A few pages back and she’s part of Loupie Lou, a completely different person, peering coquettishly from behind a fringe, smelling a bouquet of flowers, wearing some kind of ruffly pink skirt and sparkling silver platform boots.


Why is your Loupie Lou wardrobe a cross between our American Pageant Barbie and the Bee Gees?


I start to message her, but I don’t want to tip her over the edge.


Ai looks a lot like our mother. I remember holding Nozomi’s face in my hands when I was small. I must have been smaller than Hikaru is now, because part of the reason I was holding her face was to keep her attention, which kept drifting over to Kiki, crawling around on the floor and threatening to go straight off the side of the engawa, the wooden terrace that wrapped around the perimeter of the house. The other reason was that I loved my mother’s face, the way her eyelashes fanned out against her cheekbones when she looked down, the symmetry that made me feel calm. I’ve read since that babies are more likely to smile at someone attractive, which seems deeply unjust, and consistent with everything to do with nature. Nozomi’s even features were a gift from Obaachan, our great-grandmother, who was apparently considered a real catch back in the day. Their physical similarities are probably partly why Ai is Obaachan’s favourite. Ai’s hands are the elegant, long-fingered ones Obaachan had before arthritis transformed them into gnarled claws, and she has the same defined cheekbones.


Ai also has perfect eyes, it turns out – on the fourth page of results is an article on a fan site that says scientific investigations have shown that Takanawa Ai’s eyes are the optimum width apart to connote both cuteness and sexiness. Like a baby panda crossed with a siren. It’s interesting to note that even with the same eyes, Obaachan doesn’t look anything like a baby panda or a siren.


I usually avoid looking at Ai in her celebrity guise, or even thinking about it, if possible, which is easy in London but less so when I’m in Japan. The last time I was in Tokyo, I was walking past a Bic Camera, the display of flat-screen televisions all tuned to the same channel, when suddenly there were eight Ais, in different sizes and picture quality, perched at the bar of a ramen counter with a sumo wrestler, in ecstasies over the noodles, washing them down with oolong tea. Drink Oolong Tea! the advert implored as Ai sashayed her slender silhouette out the door. It melts away fat so you too can eat ramen all day and still be a svelte member of a girl band!


Sath was eating ramen from the Ippudo that had opened up near our flat, unselfconsciously and with great enjoyment, at the exact moment I realised I had to break up with him. It was because it suddenly became clear that I couldn’t possibly let someone who could get so much uncomplicated joy out of a bowl of carbohydrates spend the rest of their life dealing with my shit. If he’s at this damn wedding tomorrow, it’ll be the first time I’ve seen him since we broke up, a year after moving to London together when we finished university. Neither of us was employed when we graduated, which Sath said was freedom and the next great adventure beckoning. I told him that sounded like a euphemism for death, and he said I was being kind of a downer. I did him a huge favour, if you think about it, saving him the trouble of having to end it himself.


I drain the last of the whisky and put the phone down on the counter just as it pings with an email from Llewellyn. Over the years I’ve been grateful to him for making my working life such a twenty-four-hour psychodrama, leaving no headspace for anything else – mergers and acquisitions as a form of corporate meditation. The email is forwarding a message from the Chinese clients, scheduling our Monday meeting at lunchtime for them, which means 6am for us. As a little PS, Llewellyn adds that he thinks it would be useful if I included in the presentation data points and analyses from the last five years as comparisons to the current status quo.


When I told Kiki that Sath and I were breaking up, I told her I’d looked into the future and it wasn’t good. It had become apparent that I could keep up a facade for so long and no longer, and my time was up. I needed to leave immediately, like excusing yourself from a party when you realise you’ve had too much to drink and are no longer adding value.


Kiki said there was an argument that terminating our entire relationship was an over-reaction to watching somebody eat noodles. And that it was a pity, since, in her opinion, Sath was a first-class specimen. I said he was not a frog I had brought into the lab for dissection and, also, that that was precisely the point.


In the five years since, I have not thought about him every day.
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I’m almost late for the wedding because I’m cleaning. I’m considering the fact that if I leave it long enough, my embarrassment at my tardiness will mean I have to invent a terrible stomach flu, and then I can spend the rest of the evening scrubbing the window frames with bleach instead of sharing hors d’oeuvres with people I don’t know, or possibly hiding in the toilets.


I realised just this morning on Google Maps that the wedding is taking place only a mile or so away from where our supposed father, Richard, now lives with his new wife and their kids, in an enormous house with a circular driveway, and those gold decorative bars across the bottom of each stair to hold the runner in place. I messaged him when I found out, wondering if he’d like to have coffee, or if perhaps I could come in and say hello. The millisecond after I pressed ‘send’ I wondered what the hell was wrong with me, and in what ways Kiki would kill me if she found out.


We used to visit England quite a lot when we were small, and then Richard got us over a few times after Nozomi tapped out, but he was always awkwardly polite and didn’t really know what to do with us. By the time our mother died, our parents had been living on different continents for five years but were still married, something which displays entirely consistent levels of inertia and disengagement. We stayed that first summer with our English grandmother, Richard visiting at weekends. It was a bad summer, but that wasn’t Granny’s fault. I remember her pulling us all in for a hug when she first saw us. She smelt of talcum powder and Chanel No. 19, something I discovered recently when I walked through Liberty’s perfume floor and experienced an unpleasant time-warp sensation. ‘Oh, my poor darlings,’ she said. Nobody ever called us that; you wouldn’t, would you, in Japanese. I dug my nails into my palms and stared at Kiki and thought how annoying she was, because if I didn’t, I would start crying and I didn’t know if I could stop. Our whole world that summer was her house and her garden, huge, with a sloping lawn and an orchard, and flowers we never saw in Japan – larkspur and lavender, foxgloves and alliums – living on raspberries and potatoes instead of watermelon and rice, and it was so much easier not to think of our mother when we were there. After Richard married Gina, we stopped coming to England, and now he has two blond sons you would never guess are related to my sisters and me. I’ve only met them twice, and on neither occasion did they give any indication they knew who I was.


Kiki and I have this theory that, actually, Nozomi only hooked up with Richard to spite her parents, and all three of us are just the products of a giant revenge joke. Or else I was an accident, and then they had to have Kiki to make it seem deliberate, an idea Kiki has issues with since it means she owes her entire existence to me. I tell her there has to be some compensation for being the eldest – we get all the bullshit, so maybe it’s fair we get all the ego as well. That Ai was definitely an accident is not discussed, but also not contested, by anybody.


I take a cursory look in the rear-view mirror of the car before I get out. No smudged make-up, and the earrings that Ai and Kiki gave me for my twenty-first birthday, from our favourite, too-expensive shop in Tokyo, hammered gold and green onyx the colour of the sea. I get to the church just in time to squeeze into the last pew on the bride’s side, without a moment for seeing who’s in the congregation, or having to make small talk with anyone.


The service, in the ancient chapel of gold-coloured stone, festooned with bouquets of wildflowers, is beautiful. This figures, since Charlotte’s been planning it for at least a decade, long before she met the groom. A quartet plays Pachelbel’s Canon as Charlotte appears, flushed pink, her father patting her hand in the crook of his elbow. I stare straight ahead as her brother reads the first letter of St Paul to the Corinthians and wonder if anyone on the planet has ever managed to live up to his unrealistic definition of love, and how much they got taken advantage of if they did.


I asked Sath once why he wanted to get married. He shrugged. ‘Maybe just to think,’ he said eventually, ‘that somebody would do that for me.’ Wrap themselves up like a present and then demand that everyone turn up and clap for the big reveal; create endless lists and cake-based tension; make a promise there’s statistically only a 66 per cent chance of your being able to keep; spend an entire day feeling the absence of your mother like a malevolent presence? Till death do us part, Charlotte repeats after the vicar, and I can’t believe how morbid it all is, for a day of joy. I would have done it for him, though. We stand up to sing ‘Dear Lord and Father of Mankind’, and my eyes do a surreptitious sweep of the heads in front of me. He isn’t here, of course.


The ceremony finishes, everyone whooping as Charlotte and her brand-new husband beam their way back down the aisle, a feeling of collective achievement and strange relief even though all we’ve done is sit here and watch. People start to wander out of the church, clustering together to debrief and catch up. That’s when I see him. It’s almost out of the corner of my eye, and I stop before I look again, because there is absolutely no need to over-react. He’s standing at an angle so I can see his profile, the straight nose and heavy brow that make him look so serious, listening to someone who could be Charlotte’s grandmother with intense, cordial concentration. He smiles when she says something, that smile that’s so at odds with his brooding atmosphere. She’s charmed by him, enraptured.


It’s immediately clear that five years of being away from Sath hasn’t done anything to make me fancy him any less, which is a shame. As if he feels me watching him, he turns his head, and time speeds back up in an unforgiving instant. He doesn’t look surprised, just guarded, almost belligerent, and I turn away, suddenly engrossed in my order of service. It says the groom’s name is Benedict Mortimer Gibson-Yonge. Not a lord, but worth reporting to Kiki.


We’re herded to a stately home a few minutes’ walk down a country lane: champagne and canapés on the lawn, and hordes of people I haven’t seen, haven’t even thought of, in so long. I drink too quickly, not waiting to see if the booze is going to cure me or push me over the edge. I’m talking to a man I mainly remember for not infrequently dancing naked in the college bar, who’s now an eminent human rights lawyer, when someone next to me moves and Sath is suddenly right there. He smiles stiffly, and at that moment the human rights lawyer spots his old roommate by the ornamental fountain. There’s a one-second silence, which I am congenitally obliged to fill.
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