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A year ago, I’d been sitting in another restaurant like this, in despair and with nowhere to go. It had felt like my life held no joy. I’d clenched my trembling hands and leaned forwards to try and peer into the turbulent river, and then I’d tumbled in and been swept away, onwards and onwards, gripped by the powerful current; and when I came round, I found I had been washed up here, and I could no longer recall that place I’d left behind.
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PROLOGUE


JANUARY 2013, MIDNIGHT, ROCK BOTTOM


I’m sitting alone in a family restaurant on the outskirts of Yokohama, numbly waiting for 2am. At times like these, I can’t even bring myself to open a book. On the chair next to me is the suitcase I’ve been taking to work, into which I’ve stuffed the clothes I need for the foreseeable future, plus a few other necessities. For a week now, I’ve been homeless.


Tonight I’m planning to stay at a nearby super sento, one of those big public bathhouses with plenty of facilities where you can sleep in a lounge chair. It costs extra if you stay more than six hours, though, which makes things awkward: to keep the cost down to three thousand yen, I have to check in after two in the morning. I’ve been choosing my accommodation based on whether I need to get a good night’s sleep, do my laundry or really economise. Depending on the priority, I stay in a cheap room somewhere, a super sento or a capsule hotel.


Every day, once evening comes, I have to start looking for somewhere to spend the night. Living this way is wearying. It drains me to see my hard-earned money disappear on accommodation each day. How long can I keep this up?


‘We can’t go on living together like nothing’s happened. Tomorrow I’m going to work, and I won’t be coming home.’ So I said to my husband a week ago, before I left our flat. I had nowhere in particular to go, no ideas about what to do next. And I hadn’t left hoping it would change the way he felt, either.


I sip my coffee, which is now stone cold, and churn things over in my mind. As miserable as this way of life is, I’m still undecided about what to do and I’m nowhere near wanting to return to our shared home. I’ll probably never go back, I think. No. It’s time to look for a new place. I’ll live by myself, and get my life back on track.


I wonder whether people will pity me because my marriage has broken down. I don’t want that. If I let it become part of my identity, it’ll turn into a self-fulfilling prophecy, and I’ll only end up making myself feel worse and worse. I don’t want to spend my life feeling sorry for myself.


Until now, however, I’ve always spent my days off with my husband. If I’m on my own, what will I do with my free time? I’m the manager of a branch of Village Vanguard, one of a chain of shops selling books and assorted knick-knacks. Maybe it’s because of my work, but my only hobbies are reading and visiting bookshops – of course I have no friends to spend my time off with. My life is so lacking. I have nothing of my own.


My life is so lacking… I feel like I want to see things I’ve never seen before. To put myself out there, become a new me, a happy me.


In the end, that mentally exhausting period of homelessness didn’t last very long. Before too long, I talked it over with my husband and we decided to give up the lease on our flat and go our separate ways. He left first. I found myself a cramped flat on the edge of the Tokyo sprawl, ten minutes’ walk from Yokohama Station and close to work.


The oversized fridge that we’d bought when we got married dominated my tiny one-person kitchen. The view from my window was new and unfamiliar, but I still couldn’t get excited about it. Cars streamed past endlessly on the main road outside. I would gaze at them vacantly and tell myself that things were going to get better soon, that the needle of my life was going to swing from negative back to zero – a fresh start.


*


It was just after the move that I found out about an intriguing people-matching site that I’ll call ‘PerfectStrangers’. I’d been skimming through a new book by a young social entrepreneur when something caught my eye. The author was discussing a new generation of online services, and among them was one that bore the tagline ‘Spend just half an hour chatting to someone new.’


I knew straight away that this might be what I needed. I put down the book and reached for my phone.


*


PerfectStrangers required you to create an account, and to verify your identity using Facebook before you could log in. I’d never felt up to using social media and had avoided joining anything until now, so first I’d have to sort out an account with this Facebook thing.


Account registration, profile setup, verification, more account registration, more profile setup … After a lengthy process, I was finally able to browse the matching site. Staring back at me was a huge array of faces, headshot after headshot, each accompanied by a brief comment, such as ‘Happy to talk jobs, hobbies or whatever you like. Let’s chat!’ or ‘Hoping to exchange info with people who’ve started their own business, or are thinking about it.’ And these people were inviting me to meet them – on such and such a day, at such and such a time, in Shibuya, in Shinjuku – ‘Looking forward to talking to you!’


What on earth is this? I thought. I’d never seen anything like it.


It definitely resembled a dating site, but it didn’t seem too iffy, maybe because it wasn’t just aimed at meeting members of the opposite sex for romance. It looked quite upmarket, even – very different from my mental image of this kind of thing. Students, older gents, beautiful young women who looked like secretaries, salarymen, people who seemed like they’d probably ride round the city on expensive bicycles … They were all on this site, and they all existed out there somewhere in real life.


So, if I wanted to, I could meet any one of them in person? It sounded pretty incredible. But when I browsed the faces again wondering who to pick, it was harder than I’d expected. People who didn’t have any particular hook in their profiles, who just said they were happy to talk about anything, failed to pique my interest. I was more inclined to meet the people who had some specific talking point, something you’d think might be hard to get excited about – the profiles that said things like ‘I want to talk about love!’ or ‘I’m researching the brain!’


With this in mind, what would I write in my own profile? I could play it safe with something like ‘My hobby is reading’ or ‘I’d like to talk about books.’ But on this site it felt like that would leave such a non-impression, it would amount to writing nothing at all.


Wait. What about …?


An idea popped into my head, but I quickly dismissed it. You can’t try that with people you’ve only just met. It’s too out there. You’ve never done anything like that before.


And yet it wouldn’t matter if I failed. Even if I couldn’t deliver what I promised, it would only result in a little disappointment for people. And it was better than nothing.


After much deliberation, I edited my profile and hit ‘Save’. It now read: ‘I’m the manager of a very unusual bookshop. I have access to a huge database of over ten thousand books, and I’ll recommend the one that’s perfect for you.’


I still wasn’t sure if this was a good idea. But there it was.


And so, armed with only an untested idea for a weapon, I ventured out onto the mysterious matching site. My journey had begun.


[image: ]









[image: ]


CHAPTER 1


TOKYO IS AN OPEN DOOR


‘Ah, you must be Nanako?’ the tall man said as soon as he entered the café. He looked like he was in his early forties, and had a calmer, more relaxed vibe than I was expecting.


‘I’m Tsuchiya. Nice to meet you,’ he said as he sat down in front of me, cool and collected. ‘Have you already ordered something to drink? I come here a lot; they do very good cheesecake. Would you like to try some? Go on, it really is delicious – let me treat you to a piece.’


It was an occasion worth commemorating. My encounter with Tsuchiya, my very first PerfectStrangers match.


*


After I’d registered my profile on PerfectStrangers, I perused the site until I understood how it worked. It looked like there were two ways to meet someone. You set a time and approximate location (say, 5pm on such and such a day, in Shibuya), added a short comment (‘Looking forward to a great chat!’) and then posted it on the site. This was known as ‘listing a chat’. Logged-in users could view these listings on a notice board, and if they wanted to meet you, they could reply to your post by clicking ‘Respond’. If you received multiple responses, you sifted through them and picked the person you most wanted to meet. If you didn’t feel like meeting any of them, you could decline them all and cancel the listing. And if you didn’t get any responses, of course, your meeting would just fall through. So in order to meet someone, you had to either list a chat and wait for someone to respond, or respond to someone else’s listing.


Just making a profile wasn’t enough to set things in motion. The more I browsed the site, the more I understood that, unlike Facebook or Twitter, there was no fun in just browsing. All you could really do was ‘like’ the intriguing people at the top of the popularity rankings, or go through and tag all your interests – #reading, #travel and so on – and then check out people with the same tags as you.


I looked at the current listings by those who were seeking someone to meet. They were offering meetings at a whole range of different times, yet lots of them hadn’t had a single response, their posts going unanswered. What if no one responded to mine either? That would be sad, embarrassing. Or what if I only got responses from weirdos? I dithered, unable to muster the resolve to set up my own meeting.


Just then, I got an alert from Facebook Messenger. I didn’t recognise the sender.


‘Hello! [image: ] I’m Tsuchiya,’ began the message, complete with friendly waving emoji. ‘I work in advertising. I saw you on PerfectStrangers and thought I’d message. I see you’re new – nice to make your acquaintance! I’m not an expert, but if you need any help using the site, just ask. [image: ]’


I had mixed feelings. I was partly reassured by the appearance of this kind stranger, but also a little suspicious as to why he had contacted me out of the blue.


‘Thank you for the offer. How did you find me, though?’ I replied.


‘Do you mean how I found you on Facebook? [image: ]’ came the reply, accompanied by another emoji – this one looking slightly sheepish, I thought. The message continued, ‘User profiles on PerfectStrangers have little Facebook and Twitter icons at the bottom. You can click them to see the user’s Facebook or Twitter feed. If you get a response from someone you think might be dodgy, you should check out their social media – it can be good to see where they work and find out a bit more about them. You can tell more about what they’re like from their posts and tweets, too.


‘Also, people who’ve just signed up to PerfectStrangers and users who’re currently online are displayed as featured users. Down at the bottom. Can you see that?’


It was pretty forward of him to message me like this, but at least he seemed friendly.


‘Oh yes, I see it … Thanks for your help. It’s all new to me,’ I replied.


‘Are you planning to list a chat? Or just looking around for now?’ he asked.


‘I guess nothing’s going to happen till I list one. But I was worried no one would respond.’


‘Why don’t I be your first meeting then? If you set a date and time, I’ll respond to your listing. You could set it up now for practice, if you want. It’s always good to try new things! [image: ]’


I felt a bit like I was being pushed into it, but then again, there was no point just staring at the site forever. This guy seemed all right, so why not meet up with him just to try it out?


‘Okay, thank you. Let’s give it a shot. I’ll try posting now.’


And that was how my meeting with Tsuchiya came about.


Tsuchiya picked a place in Tokyo’s Oku-Shibuya district, a stylish café that was serious about its coffee. I arrived first and waited, feeling jittery and nervous. I’m about to socialise with a stranger! This is happening! I kept glancing around the café and fidgeting, smoothing out the creases in my skirt.


But when Tsuchiya came in and we said hello, I found myself calming down and thinking that actually, this wasn’t so scary after all. He was easy to talk to, which helped. By the time I’d ordered a coffee and a piece of the cheesecake he recommended, my nerves had all but disappeared.


‘So … you’ve been using PerfectStrangers for quite a while, then?’ I asked Tsuchiya. ‘What made you decide to try it? How are you finding it?’


‘Well, it makes a nice change from going for coffee on your own. And it’s stimulating talking to young people, it sometimes gives me new ideas for work. It’s good fun. What about you, why are you on the site?’


‘I’ve separated from my husband. I thought it would be good to try something new, and I thought I might as well get some practice recommending books to people while I’m at it,’ I said.


‘You’re separated? I see, you must’ve had a hard time of it then. I have a feeling I’m missing part of the story, though … You intrigue me, Nanako. Could I ask why you and your husband split up? It’s absolutely fine if you don’t want to talk about it.’


‘Um …’ I hesitated a moment.


My husband and I worked for the same company and we had a lot of friends in common, so I hadn’t really spoken to anyone about our reasons for separating. If I only gave my side of the story, I’d inevitably sound like the victim, which didn’t seem fair. I saw our separation as a mutual failure, and I had no desire to direct any blame or resentment towards my husband. In fact, I felt bad that the only conclusion I’d come to so far was that I wanted to put some space between us for a while, as a way of putting off the problem for the time being.


But Tsuchiya had no involvement in my life whatsoever. I didn’t have to worry about him meddling – he wouldn’t gossip to anyone who knew my husband, or tell my husband what I’d said. He was a total stranger who I’d be with today and today only, so I felt able to relax and even joke about the separation.


Tsuchiya listened with interest as I spoke, nodding attentively now and then.


‘Well, you meet all sorts of people on the site!’ he said. ‘Seeing as you’re separated, you could even use it to find a boyfriend. I mean, forgive me for saying this – but a person can miss that physical connection, don’t you think?’


Um, excuse me? I was taken aback by his misguided words of encouragement. But then it occurred to me that maybe in a situation like this, people felt they could be more familiar, and mention things like sex more easily.


‘Oh, I’m not really missing the physical connection. But I suppose it might be nice to find a boyfriend some time,’ I said noncommittally, trying to sidestep the topic.


But Tsuchiya continued. ‘I mean, not connection, exactly, but … Well, I’m talking about sexual intimacy! Though I thought that might be too blunt. But it’s not particularly outrageous to suggest that women might want sex too, is it?’


For some reason, our discussion seemed to assume that I was sexually frustrated.


‘That’s just how it is,’ Tsuchiya continued, as though pressing me for some kind of acknowledgement. ‘I mean, I’m a great believer in equality between men and women, I respect women. But women who try so hard on their own without a man can seem a bit … you know? I think a woman can really blossom when she’s got a man to love and fulfil her.’


‘Oh …?’ I said. I realised I was smiling through gritted teeth. This seemed to be a pet theory of his – and a totally antiquated one at that.


‘Don’t get me wrong, I’m not trying to say you always need a man around, or that you look desperate or anything like that! I just meant, I’m sure you’ll find someone.’


‘Thank you very much. Yes – it would be lovely if I could find a nice man like Pierre Taki,’ I said, trying to wrest the baton from Tsuchiya and change the subject.


‘Pierre Taki? What, the actor? Is he your type? That’s unusual! Well, I may not be as entertaining as him, but I’ll go out for dinner with you any time, and you can talk about how things are with your husband, or whatever’s bothering you, and get it all off your chest. Sex or no sex, it’s fine by me – your wish is my command. Only kidding!’


So, he wanted to steer the conversation back to sex after all. I was getting fed up – but I couldn’t deny that it was thanks to Tsuchiya I’d taken this first step. I should really be much obliged to him.


‘That’s very nice of you, but I think at the moment I just want to try meeting lots of different people on PerfectStrangers. It’s been great meeting you like this, so I’m really excited to meet other people too!’ I answered, mentally adding, by which I mean, I don’t plan on seeing you again.


‘Yes. Of course. It’s just there are a lot of dodgy people on there,’ he said. At this point it was probably time to tell him to have a good long look in the mirror.


‘Well, they can’t be much dodgier than you,’ I said, jokingly rebuffing him.


‘Hey! That’s a terrible thing to say! Come on now, let’s be friends,’ he said, getting into the spirit of things.


‘Hmm … Nah, seems too much like hard work.’


‘Oh, too mean!’


I found it refreshing that in this thirty-minute slot I’d been able to drop all formality and poke fun at him, that we’d been able to trade jests. And the fact I wouldn’t have to see him again made it easier, somehow.


My gentle snub seemed to have done the trick, and after that Tsuchiya chatted to me about the ad industry, what his job involved and the adverts he’d worked on recently, as far as he could discuss them.


As our meeting was coming to its end, I hastily asked him about books. What kind of thing did he usually read, and what might he like to try?


‘Well, I haven’t read that much recently … Maybe a novel?’ he said.


From what I gathered, he didn’t keep up with the latest books or read an awful lot. To be honest, I’d been put off by that doggedness of his, often found in middle-aged men: his pushing for another meeting and attempting to crowbar in the subject of sex. But he showed some sensitivity when he talked about his work, and I felt there was a more nuanced side to him. Based on his personality and his job, I thought he’d probably like to read something contemporary, rather than a classic.


I would recommend him something by Takehiro Higuchi, an author I’d discovered just recently and been blown away by. When I’d first read Higuchi’s writing, I was thrilled – he used language in a totally new way and presented such a fresh perspective. Tsuchiya worked in advertising, after all, so if he wasn’t already familiar with this new talent, I would introduce him. Farewell Zoshigaya would be a great choice … But then, Tsuchiya seemed to have sex on the brain, so instead I picked Sex in Japan. It was right there in the title, so maybe he’d give the book a shot. It was suitably current, too, having just come out in paperback.


Sex in Japan is about a husband and wife who venture into the world of swinging. At first it just seems like a piece of erotica, but midway through it becomes a novel about violence, and then a court-room novel, and it finishes up as a story about pure love. It’s entertaining in its absurdity, a real rollercoaster of a ride. I hoped Tsuchiya would enjoy it.


So that was how I made my first book recommendation. I sent it to Tsuchiya a day or two later via Facebook Messenger, along with a few words of thanks.


*


Meeting a stranger had been less scary than I’d expected. What’s more, I’d been down in the dumps recently because of the separation and work, but when I met Tsuchiya, with his complete lack of involvement in my problems, I’d found myself feeling cheerful and happy for the first time in a long while. Another side of myself had surfaced, one that wasn’t completely weighed down by my current predicament. Even I was a little surprised.


Encouraged by this initial success, I tried listing my own chat the very next day. It so happened that I didn’t have work, so I had gone into Tokyo. When it got to the evening, I decided to post on PerfectStrangers in the spirit of a casual experiment. If I listed a spontaneous meeting starting in just an hour’s time, would anyone see it and respond?


Ten minutes passed with no replies. I supposed people didn’t necessarily check the site that frequently, and it was unlikely anyone would be free at such short notice. I was just about to give up when I received a response. It was from someone called Koji.


‘I saw your listing. I’d love to meet up! I’m at work right now and I finish soon, but I probably won’t manage 8. What about 8.30-ish?’


Before replying, I checked Koji’s profile. He seemed to have met quite a few people already; their comments said things like, ‘A cheerful, interesting guy,’ ‘We got so into our conversation we ended up staying way longer haha,’ and ‘He’s so positive and full of energy!’


Okay, so he seemed fine.


‘No worries. I’ll be in the café reading. Just take your time,’ I replied.


And so I was all set for my next meeting. Koji – my second match.


I read a book as I waited for him. The café was a retro place that harked back to the Showa era. It was very quiet, and I was just wondering if it would be a good place to chat or whether it would be awkward, when I got a new message.


‘Really sorry, work dragged on! Just leaving, will be there around 9.10.’


To tell the truth, I was slightly irritated. So now we were meeting more than an hour after originally planned? I could have spent that time with someone else, but now it had been completely wasted. And anyway – why did I have to fit around his schedule? But then again, if I really didn’t want to hang around, all I had to do was message and say, ‘Okay, guess it’s off then!’ So I let go of my irritation – after all, there was no real need for me to get home early. I’d got this far, so I might as well meet the guy.


However, the café closed at nine, so it would have to be somewhere else. There were no other cafés in the area open this late, and I was hungry, so I told Koji I’d be waiting at a nearby bar and sent him a link. It would be stupid to wait around only to be disappointed again, so I was going to get myself something to eat and drink.


‘Are you Nanako? Sorry, sorry, sorry! I’m really sorry!’


The man who appeared in front of me was around thirty. He had a vigorous, healthy look about him: a sporty type, maybe, with his loud voice and excitable energy. I couldn’t help smiling at his apology, which was so overblown I suspected he didn’t really feel bad at all.


‘Oh, don’t worry about it. I just got myself some pizza,’ I said.


‘Ah, you’re smiling! What a relief! That makes me feel much better, it really does. Mmm, pizza sounds good, I’m hungry too! What kind of pizza is it? Have you got room for more? Let’s go big today – let’s eat, let’s drink! I’ll treat you, to say sorry for being late!’


He took a seat at the bar and turned his rapid-fire chatter on the barman.


‘Two beers please! The biggest glasses you’ve got! A keg, if you have one! Oh, you only have steins? That’s okay! Not a problem!’


We raised our glasses to each other and then he finally settled down long enough to start a conversation.


‘So, Nanako. You’ve only just joined PerfectStrangers, haven’t you? I feel very privileged to meet you today,’ he said.


‘It’s nice to meet you too. You’ve met quite a few people already, then?’ I asked.


‘Oh, well – yes, I suppose …’ he said, scratching his head bashfully for some reason.


‘How come you’re on PerfectStrangers?’ I asked him.


‘Right now I work for a start-up in children’s education, but I’d like to start my own business at some point, so I’m saving money while I work on my ideas,’ said Koji. ‘I’ve always worked in education, so if I do go for it, it’ll probably be in the same sort of field. But the company I’m working for at the moment is all men and there’s no opportunity to get a woman’s perspective. I’m using PerfectStrangers to share my ideas and solicit opinions!’ He rattled all this off briskly as though conscious of making a good impression, like a recent graduate at an interview who’d been asked why he’d applied for the job.
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‘Oh, okay. I can see people use the site in lots of different ways, then!’ I said.


Koji asked me why I’d decided to sign up, so I briefly revisited the things I’d talked about with Tsuchiya yesterday. He listened, giving great exaggerated nods and frowns and smiles.


‘That’s amazing! So you’re taking on a new challenge! And I get to be here at this pivotal point in your life. Gosh, I feel very grateful. Maybe it’s fate that I got to meet you today, to see you moving forward with such positivity. Your attitude inspires me to try harder. You have my absolute, full support!’ he said. For some reason, he was proffering me a handshake. It seemed whatever Koji said – the actual merit of his words aside – he always gave it 110 per cent.


‘Oh, er … thanks.’ I extended my hand to shake his, despite feeling a slight urge to pull back.


‘Oh no! I’m annoying you, aren’t I? I’m coming on too strong! I can tell, I’ve lived with this personality for thirty years. I’m used to people thinking that about me!’ he said.


‘No, no, I’m just not used to it! Sorry, I’ll probably warm up once we get to know each other better,’ I said.


‘So you feel cold towards me? Even worse! No, it’s true, I can tell! But words are powerful, so I always feel like I should keep talking! I really meant it when I said I was grateful, there’s no point being shy about that stuff. See? I just have to keep putting things into words! I want to be positive, like – like a wild animal, charging forward to face any challenge. Like So Takei, you know? The athlete? No? What, really? But anyway, Nanako – you’re so beautiful! You really, really, really are!’


‘What? I—What?’


Koji was exhausting, but he wasn’t necessarily a bad person. I couldn’t quite match his enthusiasm, needless to say, but he seemed to have an extraordinary power, because just by talking with him I found myself growing more cheerful. In the end, I was overwhelmed by his strange energy and I stayed for another drink. We ended up chatting for a whole two hours.


When I asked Koji about books, he said, ‘I want to know what makes you tick, Nanako’ (he’d become very familiar with me, even though I was older). ‘Which book are you most into right now, or which one will help me understand you better? I promise I’ll get a copy and read it!’


I felt somewhat deflated by this, but I supposed that was one way of getting to know someone. I’d have to have a think about it when I got home.


Which book was I most into right now?


In the end, I decided to introduce Koji to Telling You How I Feel: The Complete Exhibition by the artist Ellie Omiya. The book was a record of a solo exhibition Ellie had put on, told through photos and writing. It might not be that interesting to someone who wasn’t already into her work, but it was what I’d been reading throughout my spell of homelessness, which had ended only a few days before. The book was like my lucky charm, and I’d opened it again and again and cried every time. It meant so much to me. I was deeply moved by Ellie’s message about the importance of trying to connect with people even though it was such a hard thing to do, and if her words touched Koji, too, I would be very happy. I wrote my recommendation and sent it to him via Facebook Messenger.


Koji’s reply came quickly.


‘Thanks for the book recommendation, Nanako! I had such a great evening! It’s hard to explain, but I felt we got on so well. And I think when people who share the same energy let their fires burn even brighter, there are no limits! Did you feel the same when we met? I’m actually married, but it doesn’t matter because chance encounters are always the result of destiny. Next time we meet, I want to forget about the time and talk with you till morning. It would be amazing to get to know you better. But it’s up to you whether you’re ready for that. It would be a shame if you weren’t brave enough to go for it, but if you aren’t, you don’t need to reply! I’ll take it like a man.’


For some reason, I was suddenly being forced into a choice between taking things in a new direction (it was probably fair to interpret this as meaning a romantic relationship) or stopping communication altogether.


While I was still digesting this, mouth agape, a message popped up from Tsuchiya, my first match. There was something off-key about this one, too.


‘So Sex in Japan is a novel then? Very interesting, thank you for recommending it to me. It’s about swinging, is that something you’re interested in? Did the book change your perspective on sex? As a man, I often wonder if women get excited about being looked at and desired, because they’re on the receiving end after all. I’d love to talk about the book with you next time we meet. I know a great barbecue restaurant in Meguro – how about sometime next week?’


Okay, okay, I thought. So this is how it is, is it? Right. I see.


It seemed that even with my looks and my age (thirty-three and married – though currently separated; no children) I still had it. What these two messages told me was that in these circles (or whatever you called them), there was still demand for someone like me. To be honest, it was a relief: it was like going for a medical check-up and being told everything is fine.


But this relief was far from the excitement I’d felt when I’d met these two men. Both times we’d been able to develop a rapport and enjoy the conversation, and I’d felt as though something was beginning, as though I’d taken the plunge into something new. And I’d thought so hard about the books, too, and picked the best I could, recommending them in the hope that my matches really would be interested. But in the end, for both these men, the possibility of sex with a woman had taken on a life of its own and overshadowed that.


A frustrating feeling of powerlessness settled over me like a black cloud.


And yet – I wanted to keep going just a little longer.


*
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My third match was called Harada. I wondered if my mistake had been having the two previous meetings in the evening, so I tried arranging this one for the middle of the day, on one of my days off. Several people responded to my listing this time, so I picked the one who seemed the most respectable. Being able to choose meant I could avoid anyone I couldn’t find out anything about, which was a bit of a relief.


I arrived at the appointed Starbucks to find the man I presumed to be Harada already sitting at a table. He was slim and wore a turtleneck. On the table next to his coffee was a pack of playing cards. Unlike my first two matches, who’d come in all guns blazing, Harada seemed urbane and composed. We’d only just finished saying hello when he took the lead by proposing he perform some magic for me.


‘Oh, okay,’ I said.


That was right: Harada’s profile had said, ‘I’ll show you some magic tricks. I’m also interested in photography and writing poetry, and I update my blog daily.’


I was a little surprised at the abrupt suggestion, but the magic tricks were actually very entertaining and well worth watching. Harada also seemed more confident and happier when he was showing me the tricks than during the initial small talk.


He performed trick after trick, like a salesman demoing kitchen appliances. After about fifteen minutes, when half our allotted time was up, he said, ‘Well, that’s about it,’ gathered together the cards and put them back in their case. Next, he took out a black folder.


‘I also do photography and poetry,’ he said. ‘Would you like to have a look? Let me know if you have any thoughts on any of it.’


‘Oh, okay. Of course.’


I tentatively opened the folder and found a romantic photo of a mass of cosmos flowers, with a Ferris wheel gleaming in the background. On top of the photo was printed a poem in an elegant serif typeface. The poetry gave Harada another dimension, quite removed from the impression he made at first glance, and different again from his magic tricks.




Memory


I wonder: What is parting for?


Since losing you, I’ve thought of little else


I look at the sky and see your smile


But I can’t yet bring myself to smile like you,


laughing up at the blue


Once more, the seasons come around


And I wonder: How are you?





The photos were of the city at night, flowers, the sky, sunsets, fallen leaves in pools of water, cups of coffee and four-leaved clovers. A lot of the poems were about love or had romantic messages (‘Eventually this downpour, too, will cease / And the rainbow stretching across the sky will be all the more beautiful’).


For a while, I found myself sunk in silence.


‘Do you … take your photos with a digital camera? They’re really lovely …’ I said. It wasn’t a very imaginative question, but I wanted to fill the gaping silence and it was the first thing I could think of. We continued in this vein, me looking through the folder and asking uninspiring questions, like ‘Why do you write poems?’ and ‘When do you write poems?’ and ‘Are you writing about yourself?’ and Harada giving almost monosyllabic answers.


‘Are there any you particularly like?’ he asked.


‘Oh, well … that first one, of the Ferris wheel, that’s really beautiful.’


‘Ah, a lot of people choose that one.’


‘And then this one, maybe, and this one …’ I showed him the ones I meant, and felt relieved when he seemed faintly pleased. By now we were passing the thirty-minute mark, so I hastily moved on.


‘Oh yes, that reminds me – what I do is make book recommendations. I haven’t really asked you much about yourself … But is there anything in particular you like reading?’


‘Hmm, let me think … I don’t actually read books that often. Or poetry, either – I’m self-taught, I suppose you could say; I really just write whatever comes into my head. I’d like to read a poetry collection, anything really, if you can recommend one,’ he said. I already had an idea, so this time I decided to recommend the book there and then.


‘Okay. Have you heard of a poet called Noriko Ibaragi?’ I asked.


‘No, I don’t think I have.’


‘Well, you could read any of her collections, but if you were going to read just one, I’d recommend Women’s Words. It’s a sort of best-of. I know Shuntaro Tanikawa is probably the most famous Japanese poet, but Noriko Ibaragi’s poems have a stronger message and they really touch your heart – maybe some of the expressions she uses will give you inspiration for your own poetry. She combines purity with boldness, and puts them into words so succinctly, but with such feeling. I find her poems so moving, I really love them.’


‘That’s very interesting. I’d like to read them too, then,’ said Harada. And just like that, we parted. It was so easy, I was almost disappointed. Compared to the dogged enthusiasm of my previous two matches, today’s excess of cool was refreshing. I’d assumed that with PerfectStrangers, the idea was to try to get to know all about one another, but now I saw you could just spend your thirty minutes showing someone whatever it was you wanted to show them. You were free to do what you liked …


It felt like a new door had opened.


*


My fourth match was a man called Ohashi. He was in his mid-twenties or thereabouts, and his appearance was oddly incongruous: he wore a smart suit he didn’t seem comfortable in, paired with a glaring bright blue rucksack, like a schoolboy who’d just joined the workforce.


[image: ]


It was a Friday night, and the Doutor coffee shop in Shibuya looked crowded. Ohashi was waiting outside and when he caught sight of me, he greeted me with a nod of the head and a natural smile.


‘It looks busy in there. Shall we try somewhere a bit quieter?’ I said.


‘No, it’s okay, it’ll probably quieten down soon,’ he said, and then he turned and dived straight in, ordered a drink for himself, told me he’d go and find a table, then briskly headed off up the stairs. I hastily ordered myself an iced tea and followed him.


We eventually managed to find seats at a table for two. Once we’d introduced ourselves and had a chance to draw breath, Ohashi said, ‘I’m studying mentalism at the moment. I’ll show you, if you like.’ He took a ten-yen coin from his wallet and handed it to me. ‘Hold this in one hand, but don’t let me see which one. Then put both fists out in front of you and I’ll guess which hand it’s in.’


Mentalism? Is that a thing people do now? I thought it was just that DaiGo guy off the TV. But I didn’t say anything. Instead, I clasped the coin in one hand and put both fists on the table as instructed.


‘Now, this isn’t the same as just guessing by intuition,’ he said. ‘It’s about judging by observing those tiny flickers of expression you make when I ask you which hand it’s in. Yes – so don’t open your hand until I ask you to, please. And don’t tell me whether I’m right or wrong yet. Hmm … Could it be the right, perhaps …?’


He surveyed my face meaningfully. I tried to keep my expression blank, but distracting thoughts came creeping in. He’s so sure of himself, it’s going to be really awkward if he gets it wrong. Please get it right, please get it right …


‘Okay, got it. It’s in your left hand, isn’t it? Open up, please,’ he said.


With a sinking feeling, I opened my empty left hand.


‘What …?’ he said. He seemed genuinely flustered, and I couldn’t help feeling sorry for him.


‘But it’s because I was trying really hard to convince you it was in that one!’ I said, desperately massaging his ego. ‘I guess I win this round! It was tense, though, I thought you were going to see right through me. You’ve got great powers of observation!’


‘Oh right, I see. You got me! You must be an actress or something. Like Sayuri Yoshinaga – I mean, even DaiGo couldn’t read her when he tried mentalism on her recently,’ he said, sharing with me this nugget of information from the world of TV, which was presumably where he had picked up this stuff.


Still – he was a good person not to show any bad feeling or resentment when he’d failed, even after launching in with such confidence.


‘I’m not learning mentalism so I can abuse it, or anything – I’m going to use it to communicate better with people,’ Ohashi told me.


On the basis of this, I recommended him The Art of Funny, a humorous parody of a business book that explains techniques for making your conversation partner laugh. It’s not just an amusing read, though; it actually touches on some truths about communication that really make you sit up and think. How important it is to work out what kind of humour will go down well during a conversation, for example, and how to fine tune your approach to make a good impression.


‘Oh, that sounds great! It might help with my studies, too,’ Ohashi said delightedly.


‘Are you a psychologist or a counsellor or something?’ I asked, not out of any particular interest, but more to fill a gap in the conversation.


Ohashi said he wasn’t, then he hummed and hawed evasively for a while. Then, as though talking half to himself, he said, ‘Actually, I’m being headhunted by that big ad agency Hakuhodo at the moment, it’s a bit of a pain. But I’m already on fifty million yen a year, so … Oh, sorry – shouldn’t have said that!’


Well. That was some piece of unsolicited information he’d thoughtfully furnished me with. Fifty million yen – that had to be, what, ten times the average salary? I wanted to be impressed, I really did. ‘What? Fifty million yen a year?’ I wanted to say. ‘That’s crazy! You earn that much, and you still come to a place like Doutor and split the bill? Well I never.’
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