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    Quote




    “Here’s to the crazy ones. The misfits. The rebels. The troublemakers. The round pegs in square holes. The ones who see things differently. They’re not fond of rules. And they have no respect for the status quo. You can quote them, disagree with them, glorify or vilify them. About the only thing you can’t do is to ignore them. Because they change things. They push the human race forward. And while some may see them as the crazy ones, we see genius. Because the people who are crazy enough to think they can change the world are the ones who do.” – Apple’s ‘Think Different’ campaign


  




  

    CHAPTER: 1




    “The night is still young, stay on for a bit more, Emi,” the long haired, vodka swirling young woman with a body to diet and die for, said, trying to make herself heard above the current Michael Jackson’s “This Is It” theme song craze in Tokyo. Really, this Michael Jackson was still everywhere, large as life and twice as popular dead or alive!




    Then as her friend mouthed the words, ”What did you just say?” for the third time, Sachi Ishikawa slid off her seat and grabbed Emi’s arm, mouthing back the words, “Look, let’s go outside for a while, I’ve just realized that I can’t compete with Michael Jackson in here! . Really, this guy is still hogging the music charts and almost every bar in Tokyo, as popular and controversial in death as in life, I wish we could be more like him!”




    “You don’t really want that, do you?” Emi screamed above the metallic music. “Do you know what his life was like?”




    “Why not?” Sachi screamed back. “At least his life and all its messiness was challenging and impacted a lot of people all over the world, for better or for worse!”




    Outside, the nifty early autumn air raised the goose bumps on their bare arms and shoulders but it was refreshing after the smoke and heat of hundreds of gyrating human bodies inside one of Shibuya’s many hip disco bars.




    “Oh, the fresh air feels so good,” Sachi said, breathing deeply and immediately contradicted herself by drawing out her favorite LV cigarette case and lighting up. Her hands shook with the nervous energy of a young and restless woman, let loose in Tokyo with the money and freedom of a growing pool of young, well educated and ambitious Japanese professional women.




    “Look at you,” Emi laughed. “I thought you just said the fresh air is so good and here you are, lighting up at the drop of a coin! You really shouldn’t smoke so much, Sachi.”




    “Says who? This is Tokyo and I work as hard as I play, I can do anything I want as long as I don’t break the law!” Sachi retorted good naturedly. Really, Emi was still so earnest and fresh faced, there wasn’t a mean bone in that flat chested, small waisted little girl body of hers.




    She didn’t smoke, drank only very moderately, didn’t do the boyfriend hopping thing they all did and held a sane, down to earth job at a blue blooded bank in Tokyo, sometimes Sachi wondered what the hell she was doing hanging out with them.




    The truth was that the fresh faced Emi reminded Sachi uncomfortably of her conservative roots back in Matsumoto where her mother still bowed the correct number of times and angle, according to the rank and closeness of her visitor. Her father, Michio Ishikawa, lived his life very correctly as required by the city office bureaucracy he had been working for almost his entire adult life, he was truly a firm believer of Japan’s employment for life rhetoric.




    Sometimes Sachi pitied Michio, who had to submit himself daily at the city office to the demanding taxpayers who paid his salary and when he returned home, he had to hand himself over to his quietly domineering wife.




    In fact, Sachi wanted to laugh whenever she read books or documentaries by Western writers and “experts” of Japanese society portraying Japanese women as submissive, demure extensions of their men folk who walked at least three shuffling steps behind. But then who could blame them? Look at her mother, for instance, no one would imagine that behind that soft, demure face and sweet, gentle nature lurked a woman, hard as nails and twice as astute, who controlled the family’s purse strings with iron clad fists and could quell her supposedly superior husband with just one silent, reproachful look?




    And then there was the money issue, how many Western writers lamenting Japanese women’s second class status really know about “salary men” like her father who dutifully handed over his whole pay packet every month to her mother and waited for her to dole out his “lunch and pocket money?”




    Sachi would never forget the day she saw her father stuffing a wad of 10,000 yen notes behind a picture and warning her not to tell her mother about it. Even at 12 years old, she could already empathise with him for having to hide any additional money he made just to have some economic independence from his wife! Of course, he lied about his annual bonuses and held back a little of his hard earned money for himself. Sachi remembered the fun she had, being a willing accomplice of these domestic scams.




    Michiko Ishikawa ruled the family with a silken glove, she seldom raised her voice but, somehow, it was still understood that her word was law in the house. On weekends, she would join the league of housewives who needed to distress from the week of hard homemaking and throw the children at their overworked, exhausted husbands to entertain with compulsory trips to the zoo, baseball, soccer games, fishing trips or Disneyland and amusement parks if there were any, just to keep them away from their stressed out mothers.




    Sachi started off by pitying her father and his weekend duties because her mother had her weekends but her exhausted, overworked father couldn’t even sleep in on a Sunday and never seemed to have any time off for himself! But as she grew older, Sachi realized the wisdom of such weekend interactions with her father because it was the only time they actually saw each other.




    Michio, like most of “salary men fathers” all over the country left home no later than 7 am each morning before their children were up and often came home late at night, especially on closing of accounts seasons, long after they had gone to bed. Sometimes Sachi could go for weeks without seeing Michio and if not for these enforced weekend bonding, Sachi was sure she would never even know her own father.




    The weekend trips started as soon as she was old enough to ride the toy horses in the park and carry plastic pails and spades to dig for imaginary crabs and shells in between building doddering sand castles at the nearby beach under the bored supervision of her chain smoking, newspaper wielding father. Michio had strict instructions never to smoke in front of his daughter as the smoke was hazardous to a child of that age but who was to know or tell on him so he whiled away the time answering Sachi’s endless questions absent mindedly while he lit up. That was till Sachi grew old enough to tell on him and then the smoking had to stop abruptly but was replaced by something infinitely more rewarding and powerful.




    By the time she was 8 years old, Sachi had become a friend, companion and useful ally for Michio against her mother and no longer just a weekend duty he had to endure or face the cold and reproachful silence of his wife. They began to actually have fun pitching with the other father and children teams at a nearby field reserved for predominantly weekend amateur baseball in a nation obsessed with the game. Some weekends, Sachi and her father trudged down to the mammoth Arakawa river to spend hours hunched over their fishing rods and discussed anything from his work and clients to her studies at school and at least one good therapeutic session to bitch about the person they called the Minister of Finance and Home Affairs, the woman of the house, Michiko Ishikawa.




    One day, their conversation took on a more serious tone as Sachi asked her father a question that had been bothering her recently, what was she going to do with her life? She was just 12 years old and already being pushed unceremoniously into punishing tuition classes after school to prepare for the harsh entrance exams into the best jyuku or cram schools in the area.




    The Ishikawas did not have a son and Michiko was determined that her only child would get into the best cram school in the area so she could hold her head up high among the neighbors who either had sons to carry on the family name or had children already proudly ensconced in the best schools and jyukus. So Sachi was pushed even harder than any of her peers and she resented losing her precious weekend outings with her father to more tuition classes which wore her out even before the weekend was over.




    One day she heard her parents fighting over her punishing weekend study schedule and it was the first time she had ever seen Michio so angry.




    “Everyday after school, Sachi is already balancing piano lessons with more tuition in math and science and now even weekends, you are insisting she goes to cram schools to prepare her for THE cram school you want her to enter!” Michio was shouting. “Really, Michiko, do you know how many children in Japan are committing suicide because they just cannot cope with their parents’ demands on them? Do you want to push our only child to that?”




    “I don’t know why you are so angry and shouting at me like that, Michio! All I’ve ever done is for the good of this family!”




    “Yes, and it’s good for Sachi to be pushed beyond her endurance just so that you can tell the neighbors that your daughter got into the best jyuku in this area? I won’t accept every weekend in cram school, Michiko!”




    When Sachi’s mother saw that her husband had dug his heels in for once and would not budge, she reluctantly agreed to a compromise and Sachi’s outings with her father were thankfully restored, at least every other weekend.




    The young Sachi could not understand her mother and as she grew older, the complexities of Michiko’s mind became even more perplexing.




    “Why is it, father, that Mother fights so hard for me to go to the best cram schools, the best high schools and now is fighting for me to get into the best universities and then she tells me it’s all right to get a good job after graduation for the main purpose of finding a good husband after which I can quit my job and spend the rest of my life caring for my husband and children!” she confided in her father on one of their fishing trips. “She never asks me if that is what I want!”




    “It’s almost as if all that hard work and money spent on my education is just to be in the right place at the right time to find a good husband and nothing more! Can you see any sense in that?”




    “I guess to your mother, there is nothing wrong with this mindset because she too walked the same route as her mother before her. Do you know, she was a Waseda University graduate and working in a bank when she met me? When we got married, it just seemed so natural for her to resign from her job and stay at home without a thought about whether she was wasting a perfectly good education in finance. If she had wanted to continue working I would never have stopped her but I couldn’t insist otherwise her family would think that I was reluctant to fulfill my duty to provide for my wife and wanted her to bring home a pay packet as well!”




    “Oh my God, did Mother really graduate from Waseda University? Do you know how many students, myself included, want to get in there? Looking at her now, no one would believe she once graced the blue blooded halls of Waseda University!”




    Sachi shuddered as she thought of the prospect of becoming like her mother and continued, “No father, I would much rather be a career woman and I mean a career woman and not an office tea and coffee lady many female university graduates seem satisfied to be and even if I scare off the men with what Mother calls my “unfeminine ambitions,” so be it!”




    “You can be anything you want, Sachi chan, provided you work for it, I am not the kind of father to clip your wings. But you will have to fight a system that does not place women in a very high priority for long term careers, a system you can’t really blame because women like your mother themselves have encouraged it as their desired role in society.”




    Sachi looked at her father and her eyes shone with love for him, unlike other fathers who would have gladly relinquished their roles of weekend child minders, Michio had actually fought to maintain the status quo of their weekend bonding. He really cared about her and was no absentee father, like those of so many of her friends and Sachi decided this alone would make her different, for good or for bad.




    “Penny for your thoughts,” Emi’s voice cut into Sachi’s mind, awash with nostalgic memories of her childhood and growing up years in Matsumoto. “You have been standing there with that scowl on your face for a long time, I’ve been to the ladies’ room and back and you’re still here with that scowl! What on earth are you thinking of?”




    “Just thinking of my father and how much I miss him and those innocent childhood days when he was the center of my life!” Sachi replied and then she let out a scream as the cigarette she had been holding burnt to the quick and scorched her fingers.




    The moment was broken, someone opened the door of the bar and a blast of music drenched them like a sudden rain shower and Sachi shouted above the din, “Come on let’s get back in there!”


  




  

    CHAPTER: 2




    It was six am and a few streaks of dawn light had just started to brighten the sky over Tokyo. In a small but cozy apartment in upmarket Shibuya, a kinky pink alarm clock which had been set for that unearthly hour, as always, on week days released its loud, relentless squawking that was fit to wake the dead. There was a shuffle and a golden brown mop of curly hair on the pillow a few feet away moved and groaned. A hand reached out to fling the offending object across the room but the alarm clock had become immune to such daily assault and continued to ring indignantly, undeterred and louder than ever, as if to protest its abuse.




    After a while, Suzue Tanaka, the owner of the golden brown mop of curly hair, gave up and padded across the room to retrieve what she called her daily morning bully. God, how she hated having to get up each morning almost at the crack of dawn and some days she even wondered why she didn’t give up the struggle and just get married and be a home maker, that way her life would not be controlled by pink alarm clocks and “must have, can’t lose” clients who set tight deadlines to punish and terrorize their agencies.




    Suzue had studied communications and upon graduation joined a major advertising agency in Tokyo, exchanging her comfortable home in the spacious Kyushu countryside for a small 1DK apartment to take the job. Her family and friends waited for her to find a husband from the pool of energetic, attractive young men she worked with and announce her resignation but Suzue had disappointed them because nine years into her job she was still there, steadily climbing from a junior accounts executive to her current position of senior accounts director. Recently, her massive contributions to the company and large pool of clients had even gained her a place in the boardroom among the poker face “corporate suits” who obviously didn’t like a skirt in their midst.




    An enviable corporate position and impressive remuneration package plus the acquisition of a beautiful apartment in trendy Shibuya later, Suzue’s mother was bought over but her grandmother was still not convinced that this was how a Japanese woman should live her life, single and in the fast lane.




    “Today will be an adrenalin charged day,” she declared grimly to the face she hated most, the naked morning one that stared back at her from the large, uncompromising bathroom mirror each morning, pale, with the shine of overnight moisturizers.




    “God,” Suzue shuddered, how could her latest ex boyfriend ever think that her plain, unmade up “morning face” was her best? “Men can be so dumb and self absorbed, if Taki had been less of both, we might still be having fun together!”




    Then her mind switched to the high value pitch her team was making that day for a mega pharmaceutical client, fighting tooth and nail with their arch enemy, another competitor agency and Suzue shuddered again. Had she make the right decision? The room would be full of traditional male suits and she could imagine the look on their faces when they realized that the woman at the head of the long shining conference table was not the agency’s “tea” lady but a top notch director who would be spear heading the pitch for the day.




    Some of her other clients had good naturedly dismissed the agency’s habit of having women heading their major accounts as the idiosyncrasies of advertising agencies, after all, gays and women in suits went so well together! It was annoying but Suzue had learnt the hard way as a junior accounts executive that what mattered most was not morals, justice or even ethics, it was about who could ruthlessly elbow anything and anyone out of the way to get a coveted account.




    Still, should she have caved in to her coordinator’s insistence that for this pitch, at least, they should send in the male directors because conservative Japanese pharmaceutical men in black did not take women seriously and the account was too huge to risk losing just because of gender issues.




    “After all, winning the account is all that matters, right?” Takuya, the other senior account director, argued and Suzue had seethed at the open condescension in his voice.




    She had dug her heels in even more, all the hard work had been done by her and Fumiko, her assistant, chain smoking, caffeine ridden days and nights of merciless research, strategic planning, stroking the balls of petulant and demanding lower level executives of the client company who wanted to feel important. No way in hell was she going to hand over all this hard work to a couple of male directors and watch them get all the glory and credit if the pitch was successful.




    “And why? Just because people in Japan still think women should only be serving tea and bowing at the right angles at the work place,” she had fumed to Emi, the newest member of what Suzue called “the four pillars” of female bonding and new generation Japanese professional women in her life, the other three pillars being herself, Sachi, fashion designer and owner of her own fashion house and Tomoko, financial advisor and hard talking lawyer.




    They met at least once a week, drawn together by a common goal to work hard and play hard and promote the new breed of young, well educated Japanese women who had broken away from the chains of tradition to compete alongside their more privileged male counterparts in hard corporate careers, refusing to budge even if they had to work at least two or three times harder than the men, just to prove themselves.




    Poor Emi, she was the most feminine, soft spoken and nurturing of the four of them and she always had to listen to all their garbage and whenever a relationship went wrong, it was on Emi’s deadly calm shoulders that they cried on. But it was Suzue herself who provided the launching pad when some real character assassination and aggression was needed.




    Sometimes she felt that she was so cynical and hard because of all that angry energy the girls loaded on her but again that was not really true. She had been resentful and rebellious for as long as she could remember, ever since she became old enough to realize that her family was different and she herself was a kind of pariah in the tight and judgmental small town Japanese society she grew up in.




    One day when she was six years old and they had all just sat down to dinner, she popped the tiresome question of why, unlike the other children in her yochien (kindergarten), she did not have a father. Instinctively, Suzue knew that she had asked a taboo question because of the sudden silence and shadow that fell over a dining table which had been bustling with small talk between her mother and grandmother and the cheerful clatter of chopsticks and simulated lacquer miso shiru soup bowls.




    A dark angry shadow raced across her grandmother’s face and her mother muttered an excuse and ran out of the room. The sudden tension frightened the child and she shivered.




    Baba, as Suzue called her grandmother cleared her throat after a while and said reproachfully, “Never bring up that subject in front of your mother again, Suzue chan, it’s something very painful we don’t talk about in this house.”




    “But why?” Suzue whispered, terrified at the unhappiness she had caused and yet she couldn’t stop herself from persisting till she got her answer. “Everyone has a father so why can’t we talk about mine? Is he dead?”




    “Someday when you’re older and can understand things better, we’ll tell you about your father but for now, please stop asking about him! Can’t you see, child, how much you’re hurting your mother? You want her to be happy, don’t you?”




    Suzue nodded and stopped asking about her father any more but the mystery about him was always there, gnawing at her inside and it was about that time that she really looked at herself and realized with s shock that something else differentiated her from the other children, apart from her lack of a father. Her skin, a dusky color was at least a couple of shades darker than the normal Japanese skin tone and in a nation where the women, in particular, were obsessed with fair skin, she did stand out quite a bit.




    Suzue remembered growing up how her mother and grandmother would ensure that she did not swim under the hot summer sun and get her skin even darker. They were obsessed with her skin color and regularly subjected her to all kinds of herbal creams and whitening soaps till they gave up and accepted that Suzue’s skin tone was genetic and was there to stay.




    Eventually, when it became increasingly difficult to hold on to a good job and make ends meet in a small community where Rumiko was not well received, the whole family moved to Chiba prefecture nearer to Tokyo to start a new life, returning to their beloved Kyushu only years later when Suzue had practically left home for her studies in Tokyo.




    But the controversy over her “unique” looks continued and one day, she overheard her mother saying, “Thank goodness, apart from her skin which can actually pass her off as a Japanese from the south or Okinawa, Suzue chan can quite easily blend in.”




    There were a million questions she wanted to ask such as why she had to be “passed off” as Japanese from the south, wasn’t she a true Japanese? And then there was her so called best friend at school, a girl called Mariko who had told her one day, “My mother said you are different from us and that you are not a pure Japanese, she called you an ainoko.”




    When Suzue asked her mother that night what ainoko was, Rumiko’s eyes filled with tears and she cried out, “Who dared to call you an ainoko? That’s a lie, you are just as Japanese as anyone else, do you hear that?”




    Alarmed at the emotions she had unleashed in her mother, Suzue lied, “No one called me an ainoko, mother, it was just something I heard at school, that’s all.”




    She tried to find the meaning of ainoko but no dictionary had such a word and it was only days later that she found out from a visiting teenage cousin that it meant an illegitimate love child or a half baked mixed blood child. The insinuation made her blood curdle and ignited the flame of anger and defiance that would grow with the years and unwittingly shape her life in later years.




    The very next day, Suzue confronted her friend and demanded to know why she had been called an ainoko but Mariko had no answer beyond a muttered, “My mother says you have a darkish skin and your face is different from us so you’re not one of us.”




    “Well, I don’t care much what your mother thinks but you’re my best friend, so tell me, do you believe that?”




    There was a long silence and Suzue held her breath, they were only 8 year old primary school children but how Mariko answered would determine whether she would still have a best friend for life.




    “I don’t know…it’s ok with me, I guess, but still…mother says I should mix around more…,” Mariko replied, furiously nibbling at her finger nails, an instinctive habit whenever she was nervous or distressed.




    Suzue had heard all she wanted to hear and although her heart felt like it had been ripped apart, she replied with the brittle, devil may care and defiant front she would adopt from now on, “It’s fine, perhaps your mother is right and you should go find some other friends, I’ll be all right.”




    So saying, she turned on her heels and started to run, slowing only when she had rounded a corner and out of sight of Mariko, who still stood rooted to the same spot, confused and bewildered. The little girl’s face crumbled because she knew she had hurt her best friend irreparably but when you were only 8 years old, it was difficult to disobey the orders of a domineering mother!




    Suzue didn’t exactly know where she was going until she ended up in a little woodshed at one extreme end of the school grounds that stored pieces of wood for the school’s craftwork. In one line, she had lost her best friend and at just 8 years old, she felt as if her world had been cut up into pieces, some of which didn’t fit any more. Suzue had never been much of a crier, perhaps because despite the absence of a father, there had never been any reason to cry in a relatively peaceful and contented household. But when she dried her eyes, this time, it would be a long time before she cried, if ever, again.




    That night Suzue took a good look at herself in the mirror and she had to admit that Mariko was right, she was different, apart from her permanently sun tanned skin, her hair was not straight like most Japanese girls but floated around her face in tight crinkly curls. As she grew up, the difference would become more pronounced in the full chest she tried so hard to flatten till she realized that it was an asset rather than a curse as were the double eyelids coveted by other girls who paid a bomb to have their eyes “done” by aesthetic doctors.




    But most of all, a conversation Suzue overheard between her mother and Uncle Masao who had come to visit them from Hokkaido both frightened and made her angry.




    “What are you going to do with Suzue chan’s future?” Uncle Masao asked when they thought Suzue was out in the tiny patch of grass they called garden playing with the new model car he’d brought her.




    “That worries me sometimes and then I just push it aside and don’t think of the future,” his sister replied. “But you’re right, marriage into a good family will not be easy and what kind of job can she hope to get? Look at all the mixed children in Japan, it’s not easy for them to find acceptance and fully integrate. Those who succeed in life are mostly through the entertainment industry, it’s so cruel, this polite and subtle discrimination against those not of pure Japanese blood right here in their own country. All right, I made a big mistake once in my life when I was very young and idealistic but society doesn’t have to punish an innocent child for it!”




    “I don’t know what to say, onesan,” Uncle Masao said. “And you know the kind of work you do doesn’t help improve Suzue’s social acceptance, haven’t you thought about giving it up for something more shall we say, respectable?”




    “Don’t say that, Masao,” Rumiko cried. “I cannot give it up because what other job will bring in so much money to support us in this way? Can you not remember that I am the sole bread winner of this family? I know you’ve tried to help but you have a large family to support and a wife who is not exactly fond of me!”




    A shiver ran down Suzue’s spine because her Uncle Masao had said it at last, the perplexing question of what exactly her mother did for a living. As soon as she was old enough to notice things around her, Suzue would watch her mother dress up in gorgeous kimonos almost every evening and a black sedan car would whisk her off to work. She was always asleep by the time her mother got back so she never quite knew what time Rumiko returned home each night.




    But she loved to watch the daily ritual of her mother slipping into her kimono for the night and the tying of the breath taking ornate obi, each meticulous step at a time. On good days, Rumiko could get her obi right in a matter of thirty minutes but on bad days, she had to tie, untie, re tie for a good part of at least a frustrating hour or so. It was a fascinating ritual that intrigued Suzue.




    Most of all, Suzue was amazed at the transformation of her mother as soon as she slipped into a kimono, tabi socks and zoshi slippers. In western clothes, usually a one piece dress or a simple skirt and blouse, Rumiko was just like any other busy and harassed Japanese mother and home maker but the minute she stepped into a kimono, she metamorphosed into a beautiful woman, long neck exposed by the elegant sweep of her hair into a chignon, every pore and imperfection on her face eliminated by a mask of white powder, even the way she walked changed to the small shuffling steps of the traditional geishas Suzue often watched on television.




    “Oh Mother,” she breathed. “You look beautiful, like a swan!”




    “Oh go along with you, Suzue chan,” her mother laughed tousling her hair in a rare burst of humor but Suzue could see she was happy with the compliment.




    But on a more serious note, Rumiko added, “Do you know, it’s said that in a kimono, even an ugly woman can look beautiful and elegant? And there is something so pure and noble in the elegant beauty of the kimono don’t you think?”




    These words would be responsible for Suzue’s penchant for elaborate kimonos in later years, a partiality that made her the brunt of good natured jokes of why a high flying corporate woman would shed her corporate suit and easy western clothes to be imprisoned in the tight restraining confines of a kimono with its cumbersome obi and shuffling around in demure steps.




    “There is no escaping history and environment in the shaping of a person’s life, character and aspirations,” Suzue always told her earnest fresh faced account executive trainees straight from Tokyo’s finest universities rearing to learn and climb in Japan’s competitive advertising world. “But you can also change the constraints of your past and fight your way to achieving what you want and you will get there no matter how brutal it gets.”




    Suzue was thinking of this now as she went through the daily ritual of applying heavy make up to create the face she wanted to show to the world at work. She did that every morning because a naked face made her feel vulnerable and exposed.




    She would never forget the day when she was 12 years old and she discovered quite by chance that her mother was a club hostess at an exclusive members’ club in Ginza and it was her job to entertain rich and powerful businessmen each night, pouring drinks for them, pampering and soothing them by listening to their problems and feeding their egos with every compliment a well trained courtesan should have in her bag of tricks.




    That day, her grandmother had suddenly decided that the two of them deserved an outing to Tokyo which started in the tranquil Meiji Jingu gardens, progressed to the trendy streets of Harajuku and ended finally at the up market glitzy Ginza, the retail paradise of the rich and famous and home to some of Tokyo’s most exclusive men’s clubs and escort services. It was the first time Suzue had ever been to Ginza and her eyes shone at the luxurious designer goods displayed at the exclusive, upmarket window fronts of the many lofty boutiques lining the broad boulevards. The smell of money and prestige was powerful and Suzue, standing at the windows looking in, wondered what it would be like to afford such goods with the staggering price tags of a whole month’s salary or even two!




    It was already late and Baba hurried her along the famous Ginza crossing or yon chome to the station and it was as they were walking past a low building with a classy impressive frontage and soft lights that a side door opened to the tinkling sound of laughter and girlish chatter. As soon as a distinguished looking man and a slender woman in kimono emerged, a sleek black limousine drew up from nowhere like a ghost and Suzue remembered thinking what an important man he must be. Although her grandmother tried to hurry her along, Suzue lagged behind to watch, fascinated, as the man proceeded to plant a kiss on the woman’s cheek and ducked to avoid her playful swipe before slipping a fistful of notes down the front of her kimono and entering the purring limousine. The woman stood bowing till the limousine had pulled away and then she turned to return to what was by now clearly one of Ginza’s famous hostess clubs for rich men to flirt and unwind.




    The lamplight lit up the woman’s face and Suzue gasped, almost suffocating. Was she hallucinating or was it was her own mother she was staring at? Suzue started shivering when she realized that Rumiko, her mother, was the slender coquettish woman who had just flirted with the distinguished looking man and graciously accepted a fistful of money from him!




    “Baba,” she whispered. “I saw mother with a man just now, is this where she works?”




    “Hush, child,” her grandmother replied sharply. “You never saw anything! Come along now we have to hurry if we want to catch the next express train back home.”




    But Suzue stood her ground and refused to move and right in the middle of Ginza with the well heeled crowds swirling around them, she cried out, “No, Baba, don’t treat me like a baby and keep everything I ought to know away from me! I’m already 12 years old and if there is anything about my family that I’m being teased about at school, it’s only fair that I should know enough to defend myself!”




    Suzue’s voice had risen in her agitation and a few people turned round to look at them. Embarrassed by the attention they were attracting, her grandmother took her by the arm and whispered, “Keep your voice down, Suzue, people are looking at us! All right, let’s go to that coffee shop over there and I’ll to tell you about your roots.”




    They walked in silence to the fancy little coffee shop her grandmother had pointed out and even in her distressed state, Suzue was anxious about the price they would have to pay for drinks at one of Ginza’s notoriously expensive keisatens. But she didn’t say anything, after all, her mother just had a thick wad of notes pushed down her kimono front so what were a couple of overpriced drinks anyway.




    They ordered green tea which came with a pair of sweet bean paste rice cakes served on a beautiful real lacquer plate and a soft drink for Suzue and it was only after they had finished their rice cakes that her grandmother began to speak.




    “I guess we can’t hide this from you forever but promise me one thing, Suzue chan, promise me that after you’ve heard what I have to say, your feelings for your mother will not change.”




    Suzue nodded, not trusting herself to speak because her heart was thudding unsteadily and there was a very big lump in her throat.




    As if from a long distance, she heard her grandmother’s voice droning on, “Your father was a half black American US armed forces officer who had come to our prefecture with a team to help with some engineering construction work there. Your father’s unit set up a small temporary base near the school where your mother taught classical dancing. I was the last one to know it but they started a secret relationship, all those trips your mother told me she had to make with her students for performances, all lies to spend time with your father. I only discovered this when your mother could no longer hide it from me because she had become pregnant with you.”




    “I was devastated, my only child not only pregnant out of wedlock but with the baby of a gaijin of a different skin color. How would such a child be accepted in Japan, obsessed with homogeneity? How would we be viewed by the neighbors already whispering about the lack of a man in our household?”




    “I guess your father panicked or just didn’t want the responsibility of a child but in any case, he packed his bags and disappeared back to America and was never heard of again. Your mother made some attempts to trace him but gave up in the end, I was angry for a long time because my daughter’s life had been destroyed by an untimely pregnancy out of wedlock with a man of non Japanese origins and although she tried to hide it, I knew how much she had loved your father and been shattered by his ultimate rejection and betrayal. Because it was such a sad and painful subject, we mutually decided never to speak of him again.”




    “Story of a naïve woman’s life, you may say but when it happens to your own daughter, it’s very different and heart breaking. Now we were left with an accident pregnancy out of wedlock and raising a child of mixed origin in a conservative society that tolerated but didn’t accept a mixed blood Japanese in their political and major economic sectors. Even the neighbors would whisper about us, and to avoid being judged and stigmatized in a small close knit community, we moved to a much bigger town in the prefecture where we would be less conspicuous and hopefully melt into the larger population masses.”




    “It was a difficult decision moving from the inaka we always loved and your mother had to leave her job at the school, the official explanation for the absence of a husband in our new home was that your father had died in a car crash. It was a very difficult time, trying to hide your mother’s pregnancy from the curious stares of the neighbors and making ends meet on our savings.”




    “I was afraid I was going to dislike you because after all, you were the cause of all our problems and practically ruined your mother’s life in Japan. But do you know, Suzue chan, the day you were born, everything changed. The minute I set eyes on my little granddaughter, I was lost, a strange kind of energy flowed between us and we would be bonded for life. True, you would never have the skin color of a Japanese girl and there would be stares and even snide comments but that never affected our love for you.”




    Even after her grandmother had finished her story, Suzue remained silent for a long time and the old lady peered at her granddaughter’s face anxiously.




    “You’re angry with your mother, aren’t you, for bringing you into the world in such circumstances? It wasn’t entirely her fault, you know, she became a victim of love and whatever mistakes she made, she has paid her dues so please don’t judge her harshly, child.”




    Suzue shook her head, she couldn’t seem to find her voice because the lump in her throat had grown bigger but somehow the silence between them had no tension, only a kind of poignant sadness.




    “Thank you for telling me everything, Baba,” she whispered at last. “I know I asked to know but it’s too much to swallow in one day so please pardon me, Grandma, if I take a little time to think about what you just said. But one thing is for sure, my feelings for Mother have not changed, in fact, I admire her even more for being strong enough to accept all the stigma she faced to have me, now I understand that it was all for love of me.”




    It was her grandmother’s turn to nod and almost in silence the old lady and her granddaughter travelled back to their home in Matsudo, a riot of emotions going through their minds and hearts.




    When they reached home, Suzue went straight to her room and stayed there till the next day, she needed time alone and her grandmother understood that and didn’t try to intrude.




    Suzue was surprised at how calm she felt, even slightly detached. There wasn’t even any anger or reproach against her mother’s transgression that had brought her into a world where she would have to fight for a place in society against higher odds and prove herself because she was a woman and her skin was a few shades darker than the average Japanese girl.




    In fact, knowing that part of her mother’s life brought Suzue closer to her, it was almost a relief to know that her family was different from other Japanese families because it justified her own feelings as she became older. Suzue had always been a kind of rebel and she could not conform. She knew the teachers in her school tolerated her because they pitied her for being a child of mixed parentage and quite sure to be left out of the mainstream Japanese society of the time.




    Suzue was relieved to know at last how her mother got the money to support them quite comfortably and to be honest, she did not find working as a club hostess anything to be ashamed of. Far from it, she found her mother’s opportunities to hob nob with fabulously rich and successful men challenging and it was one of those rich patrons who placed her in a major advertising agency after she graduated from a top notch university in Tokyo, a position she could not have even gone near despite her sterling university degree, if not for her mother’s patron.




    She had been so good at her job that within two years she was promoted to Senior Accounts Manager and Suzue learnt that in life what mattered was power and position and once she had made it, she was suddenly the most sought after executive in the advertising industry, even in Japan, and no one cared what color her skin was!




    Suzue was thinking of this as she put the finishing touches to her impeccably made up face and stood up determinedly, she was thinking too much these days and that wasn’t good for her own peace of mind and the calculated shrewdness she needed to be good at her job. The phone rang and Suzue was glad for the interruption which put an end to her morning soul searching.




    It was Tomoko, one of the four “pillars” wanting to find out when they could do dinner and Suzue smiled as she took the call, in control of herself and put together again.


  




  

    CHAPTER: 3




    Tomoko Akita shoved the sheaf of papers she had been studying for the past one hour into her brief case and leaned back to rest a little as the JR bullet train, Nozomi, hurtled into the dusk on its journey back to Tokyo. Each second took her further and further away from her family home in the beautiful and peaceful Nigiita mountains. As always, Tomoko left her aged parents behind with a lingering feeling of guilt and long after the train pulled away, she could still see her father’s wistful face and her mother’s teary eyes because their only child was leaving them and they would be alone again till her next much awaited visit. God, it must be awful to grow so old with nothing to look forward to but the occasional visits of your children when they could spare the time to travel from the city!




    Darn it, why did they always make her feel so bad to leave them behind? Tomoko got over these feelings of guilt by unloading it all angrily on Emi, who had come by Tokyo station to meet her train.




    “It’s not my fault they have to live alone, is it?” she fumed. “How many times have I asked them to come live with me in Tokyo but no, they want to stay on in Niigata because their friends are there. When I asked them how many of their friends are left, they had to answer only one couple of whom the husband is dying of cancer!”




    “But then again, I guess they could never be happy living in a big busy city like Tokyo, closed up in an apartment the whole day,” Tomoko sighed. “My father needs his little plot of land to grow vegetables that are cheaper in the markets than the fertilizer and seedlings he spends on this hobby and my mother needs her little senbei and ramen shops. But how can I stay on in Niigata, what kind of work could a corporate female lawyer and I stress, female lawyer, get there?”




    Emi muttered something soothing to calm the frazzled Tomoko down, they had been friends long enough to know that sometimes Tomoko asked questions which were better left unanswered and this was one of the times.




    The long weekend had rested her body and cleared her mind of what her father called the “urban dust” of Tokyo and all the childhood favorite home cooked meals with their attendant memories had been food for the soul but now that Tomoko was back in Tokyo, she realized how much she would miss this vibrant heartbeat of Japan if she were to stay away for any extended period of time.




    It was already well after 10.30pm but the mammoth Tokyo station was still teeming with commuters and long distance travelers thronging its criss crossing maze of platforms, alleys, lobbies, shopping lanes and wicket gates. The station’s sheer size and efficiency had amazed Tomoko when she first came to Tokyo and it still did after so many years in the city. For a moment she felt disorientated after just a few days of her inaka’s tiny single track railway stations, micro wooden station buildings and the slow local pre war trains which totally reflected the pace of life there.




    But within minutes of getting out of the Yamanote subway line at Shibuya where her apartment was, Tomoko came alive again, every nerve responding to the bright neon lights of the advertisements on all the major buildings in the Shibuya Station vicinity competing with the flashes of brilliant colors from the giant TV screens mounted on at least three or four buildings across the station.




    Emi had dropped off at the exclusive neighborhood of Mejiro where she lived with her well heeled parents in a huge bungalow house with a real garden filled with sculptured shrubs and elegant matsu trees. It was ironical how Emi, the only one among them to be born and bred in Tokyo, was also the least materialistic and streetwise of the four of them. Her friends had finally put it down to her pampered and sheltered life educated in blue blooded schools like the Sacred Heart School and the Gakushin University and sometimes they didn’t know what she was doing hanging out with three women who had gone through all the rough and tumble of life and clawed their way to professional recognition with a hardness that was uncompromising and brutal, certainly, character traits Emi was not used to, especially in women.




    The nifty early autumn night air hit Tomoko’s face as soon as she emerged from the protective confines of the station to stand for a moment at her favorite spot, next to the stone sculptures of Taro, the famous Japanese Shiba dog. Legend had it that Taro waited patiently at the station every night for his late master’s return from work till his own death, his dream of reuniting with his master in life, unfulfilled.




    To be honest, although she would rather die than admit it, Tomoko had fled back to Niigata to escape the unpleasantness of an acrimonious split from her boyfriend of four years, an up and coming public prosecutor she had met while working on one of her breaking news money laundering cases.




    The first year had been heady and exciting and Tomoko had even neglected her girlfriends and cut back on her punishing work schedule to spend more time with Masao. She flinched now when she remembered the many times she stood up get togethers with her three other pillars just to wait for Masao.




    God, she had been a total ass and was lucky that Sachi had soothed the ruffled feathers of the others by her “have a heart” persuasive logic.




    “The woman’s in love or thinks she is in love so leave her be! You know how fuzzy even the most level headed woman can get when Cupid’s arrow strikes! All these bubbles will burst and she will be herself again, we just need to wait for that event!”




    She was right of course, in the beginning it had been wonderful, meeting up after work and wining and dining at the trendy bars in Roppongi where they both worked. The sex had been awesome too, wild, uninhibited and if the neighbors could hear their unrestrained cries of passion through the thin walls of even the most concrete “mansion” in Tokyo, they couldn’t care less.




    Masao was never a gentle lover and Tomoko could not remember many tender moments they shared together but she was quite the sex animal herself so they were a perfect match. True, his sexual fantasies could be kinky but Tomoko, herself an unconventional lover, could live with that.




    Things started to frazzle when she made the decision to move in with him to save time shuttling between their two apartments in Shibuya and Roppongi respectively and life settled into a routine of getting up at the fifth ring of their alarm clock, bickering over god forsaken chores like who should do the laundry, the cooking and cleaning of the apartment and suddenly they didn’t feel sexy or wild about each other anymore.




    Masao had started to take her for granted and things about Tomoko which had been angelic to him before suddenly irritated and inflamed him. The last straw came one day six months after they started living together when Masao burst out after an argument, “You know what’s wrong with you, Tomoko? You behave like a man, no feminine softness about you and God knows I need someone who is a real woman!”




    That had really hurt and it irreparably affected Tomoko’s feelings for Masao, exhausted from hours of bickering and sadness at how her partner of four years had changed, she picked up her keys and left the house.




    It was a Friday night and the streets of Roppongi were filled with after work young revelers, in groups or in couples. They thronged the broad pavements in laughing anticipation of their night of drinking, eating and dancing ahead, just as she and Masao had done. Her mobile rang at least five times before stopping and she could even picture Masao shouting out, “Fine, if that’s the way you want it, go ahead and sulk!” God, the man could be so childish and insensitive!




    “That’s the trouble with Masao and me, we never have tender moments, it’s either wild sometimes kinky sex or talking about work, we’re never like that couple over there and there and there, all cuddly and star struck!”




    “I guess that’s what he meant by saying I feel like a man to him, no softness in our quirky relationship at all!” she sighed. “Maybe that’s all we are, sex partners, a good formula for occasionally hooking up in hormones raging environments but not for moving in and trying to share all the other infinitely less sexy and romantic aspects of our lives!”




    “That’s it! That’s what’s wrong with Masao and me, we don’t share anything except sex!” Tomoko burst out as she settled for the night on the extra futon in Sachi’s comfortable 2LDK apartment in the upmarket Meguro area.




    “Funny, isn’t it that when a woman is in a relationship or in love or whatever, she has eyes only for the love object of the time but when things go wrong it’s always to her girlfriends that she runs to for a shoulder to cry on. Thanks for having me for the night, Sachi, my long suffering friend! What would a woman do without girlfriends?”




    “You know, Tomo,” Sachi sighed. “I think we should be like Suzue, she uses men like disposables and she has an expiry date for them, two years maximum because in her opinion, the first two years of any relationship are the best, past the expiry date, like food, everything goes stale and it’s time to throw them out!”




    “I thought Masao would be different, being western educated and all that but he’s just the same, I can see him becoming my father in as little as 10 years’ time!”




    That night Tomoko surprised herself by sleeping well and fretting less about her imminent split from Masao than she had expected, her mobile rang just a couple more times and then stopped.




    The next day, she went to work dressed in one of Sachi’s “power suits” and she could feel Masao’s panic as her mobile rang more insistently now and at shorter intervals. Tomoko felt an odd satisfaction because she knew how focused and disciplined Masao was at work and seldom made any personal calls and here he was, flooding her mobile with missed calls. He had to be pretty desperate and she couldn’t care less.




    During a short client meeting break, Tomoko decided to take his call and if she had begun to doubt her decision to split from Masao, his first words convinced her she had been right.




    “Where have you been after just taking off last night like that?”




    Tomoko sighed, as usual, no tender or soft words, in fact, Masao sounded peeved and even accusing as if everything was her fault, it was really hopeless!




    “So what time are you coming back today?” Masao asked when she did not reply.




    “I’m not coming back, Masao,” Tomoko said at last. “Things are just not working out between us and I’ve decided to end it.”




    There was heavy breathing on the other side and she could just imagine Masao’s face crises crossing with first disbelief and then probably indignation and hear the thoughts going through his mind. He was young, tall, incredibly handsome, well educated and extremely successful in a highly respected career, which woman could say no to him and here was Tomoko Akita calmly giving him the brush off in a cold, faceless mobile conversation!




    His stomach knotted up in anger and he retorted, “Fine, if that’s what you want but you’ll regret it! I’ll send your stuff over by takyubin tomorrow and please don’t call me anymore.”




    It was Tomoko’s turn to be angry, the cheek of the guy telling her not to call him, what a jerk!




    “I promise I won’t be calling you anymore and thanks for sending my stuff over, Good bye, Masao and have a good life!”




    Her high value clients that afternoon coincidentally involved the splitting of enormous assets in a high profile divorce case and she was a bitch, cutting through the negotiation process with a razor sharp knife and by the end of the afternoon had secured an impressive size of assets for the wife she represented.
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