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Chapter 1

United Air flight 881 bucked hard into the outer coils of the season’s sixth typhoon. Heavy clouds scoured the wings. Then the plane plunged into air thick as lard, traced a shuddering curve over rice paddies and flat gray buildings.

Tommy Morrison awoke as his stomach dropped. The portal beyond his knee showed diagonal shoreline, the other side of the Pacific beneath wing parts flapping like screen doors. He closed his eyes. With a heave in his seat, he squeezed flat a bulge of nausea. He waited for the bump of the runway, the bracing friction of arrival. Then he opened his letter once more.

Arigato gozaimasu, she had written on the back of his travel instructions, in a fine, spidery hand.

And next, Doitashimashite.

Thank you, this meant, and you are welcome.

Tommy stared numbly at the letter as the rush to the overhead bins began. His contact was Noriko Yamaguchi, secretary of Prince English School. Beneath these words she had added a dozen more terms of survival. Numbers and o’clocks. Please and nice to meet you. Forgive me, I will be an impediment. Please speak more slowly. I’ve had enough, thank you. Good night. She had also described each step of his five-train journey and provided photographs of the town (snowbound in winter) and the Prince School staff (one blond young man, flashing a peace sign). In closing, she had wished Tommy ominous amounts of luck and instructed him to call from Takata City before the final train change. The last train stopped on the mountain above Kitayama. It was too far to walk, she wrote, so she would pick him up.

And Tommy would say, Arigato gozaimasu.

And Noriko Yamaguchi would answer, Doitashimashite.

He looked away at the runway. Little silver trucks charged the plane. He tried to bring the words to his lips … but nothing.

He folded Noriko Yamaguchi’s note into his pocket. A stewardess cocked her head and smiled as if he might not leave the plane. He rose and straightened his bad knee slowly. Then Tommy Morrison gripped his carry-on and limped off into Japan.

• • •

The airport was drab and strictly unadorned. It could have been anywhere, could have been the old Soviet Union of Tommy’s hockey-focused mind except that he felt his crushing size as he moved on and on through secure corridors. Then the stream of travelers split, Japanese to the left, giants to the right, and at passport control the clerk inquired, “Destination?”

“Kitayama.”

She stalled her stamper in mid-air, faintly but potently amused, then finished her stroke.

“Have a nice visit.”

On a bench in baggage claim, his right knee throbbed like a second, stunted brain. Perhaps—the Milwaukee Admirals team surgeon had told him this, five years ago—perhaps for a short time, some occasional minor irritation. Tommy washed down six Tylenol on a swallow of salty-sugary canned drink called Pocari Sweat. His sugar-binging teenage son, he thought, would sweat like this. That is, if the boy ever moved enough to sweat. If the boy’s mother ever pushed him. If Elaine hadn’t turned Gus against him. If she hadn’t … Irritation.

Some. Occasional. Minor.

Perhaps.

Luggage began to spout ponderously from a fountain in the floor. Tommy watched it circulate, waiting for pain-killer to meet screws and transplanted tissue. He told himself he was among Japanese now and tried to observe them. He gazed across six hockey rinks of slick tile and human traffic. Trim, nifty people, for the most part, streamlined travelers wheeling off luggage better than his, knowing where to go. Great quantities of duty free and noisy laughter. Spike heels. Calvin Klein. NBA gear. Not a soul, it appeared, in the mood for exploitation. At least not in any new way. He didn’t see why Elaine should be so disgusted.

“Tell me once more. You’re what?”

“Going to teach English in Japan.”

“You think you can go anywhere, do anything, to anyone!”

Tommy looked down at his watch. This exchange with his wife was less than one day ago, en route across his ex-front lawn to his ex-garage, where he planned to pick up his skates and a few pucks.

“Well,” he had told her, “practice makes perfect.”

He rose and tried to shed the past. Maybe he would take a few laps around Baggage Claim. But Elaine Red Cloud stayed on him. She had appeared again to block the kitchen screen while he rummaged in a barrel of sporting goods.

“You’re not one bit funny,” she told him.

She allowed a long stretch of futile digging to thin Tommy’s patience, then added, “Anyway, what makes you think the rest of the world needs to learn English?”

“I don’t think that.”

“You don’t think.”

She let that work.

Tommy straightened. “Where’s my skates?” His search panned the garage walls, taking in fourteen years of family trophies. Between the mulcher mower and the snowblower hung Gus’ hideous mountain bike, its tires starved for turf. Tommy had promised himself no anger, but suddenly the thought of his son made his head buzz.

“He hasn’t touched that thing, I see. He needed it so much.”

Elaine posted a tactical silence.

“What does he do now, anyway? Now that I’m gone. Does he do anything?”

Elaine lit a cigarette. “Nothing that you would recognize.”

And Tommy had thrust his face back into the barrel. For an infuriating half-minute he could not recall what he was looking for. Then the phone rang in the kitchen, and Elaine locked the screen and went to answer. Tommy drove his hands toward the bottom of the barrel. There his fingers touched laces and grommets, smooth leather, a cool blade. He heaved up through the tangle of wasted games.

They were Gus’ skates. Beautiful, top-dollar Bauers, begged for. Big enough for the boy’s whopping Red Cloud feet, hardly used, sharp as knives.

Tommy tucked them under his arm, made haste for his car.

“Hey!” Elaine yelled. “What are you doing here anyway?”

Her last words, or so he thought, were hollered through the front screen, the phone pressed to her chest. “And what’s that you’re taking? Huh? Tell me! What is that?”

• • •

Tommy’s old Milwaukee Admirals bag worked its soiled nose over the top of the baggage fountain, then flopped onto the conveyor like a huge garden slug and became stuck.

An attendant climbed in to free it. One of Gus’ skates had cut through the bag wall, and this sight, carried forth to customs, triggered a panic. Agents split the bag like a sausage. Tommy was appalled at his packing: a peculiar wad of clothes and paperbacks, shiny Florsheim loafers, Tums and Tylenol, ties wound up like sleeping snakes, and a half dozen hockey pucks still cold from the plane’s belly.

The customs agents had a long discussion. They x-rayed the pucks. They circled him with a dog. For a moment Tommy wondered if all the dope smoke from the past still clung. But the dog sniffed his heap of possessions and was led off, quivering with disappointment. Tommy gave up his passport and waited.

He first noticed the island heat as a heaviness in his clothes. He touched his hair: wet to the scalp in the thin spot where a hockey helmet had rubbed his skull for fifteen years. When he thought of standing, of moving his legs, he thought of Elaine’s Lac Courte Oreilles relatives swimming the reservation flowage in blue jeans and then struggling around soaking wet. Then a young Japanese woman in a blue uniform brought him cold tea and bowed, hiding her eyes and murmuring. Tommy dug for his word list.

Arigato gozaimasu.

Doitashimashite.

But she was gone. He stared at his pile of clothes. What-a- godawful-job-of-packing gozaimasu. He stood as if to walk away from it all. But this brought an agent to block the cubicle door.

“I am sorry,” the man pronounced carefully.

They blinked at one another.

Tommy said, “Me too.”

He sat down. He had wanted to say a simple, clean goodbye, but he had swiped his kid’s skates instead, and not cleanly, either. He had driven to work from Elaine’s then, only yesterday, parked his old Buick deep in the Tri-County Tech lot and ditched the plates. With Gus’ skates around his bag handle he hurried inside to close out his office and call a cab. He had just boxed two years of algebra files and was swiping the last scraps from his desk with a hurried forearm when the phone rang.

“Skates,” he told her, before she could ask again. “I’m taking the boy’s skates.”

She was on the remote phone in her basement study corner. He could hear snaps and buckles clanking in the clothes dryer.

“Fine,” she said. “It’s your way. I just called to read you something from my American Lit text.” She was back in school, and militant this time. “Listen. This is your Robert Frost, for the inauguration of Kennedy: The land was ours … vaguely realizing westward/ But still unstoried, artless, unenhanced/ Such as she was, such as she would become …”

Tommy waited, beginning his summer school grade report.

“You’re going to civilize the Japanese, is that it? Tell them what their story is?”

Snap. Clank. She was drying her tent.

“Great poetry they’ll be reading, isn’t it? So full of truth and respect for humanity.”

“Elaine, if we’re going to be so cozy, I’d like to talk to Gus.”

“He’s unavailable.”

“Is he there? He’s not at school. I called there. I just wanted to tell him goodbye.”

“You’ve told him goodbye enough already.”

She meant in general. A decade of hockey seasons, then a long season of self-absorbed indifference—Tommy admitted this—and then, of course, the affair.

He said, “Your problem, Elaine, is that the possibility of anything new gets buried in all your score keeping. At this moment, at every moment, the world is new and different, a whole new ball game, and I want to tell my son goodbye.”

She gave his philosophizing the steam-cleaning of a good, long sigh. Finally she said: “So what are you doing with ice skates, anyway? Properly, shouldn’t you be taking whiskey and blankets?”

Tommy hung up the phone with a particular snap of the wrist he had become quite good at. Repetitions. Do what you had to, over and over, until you didn’t think about it anymore.

He finished his grade report, locked the office, tossed his keys at Swede in the mailroom. He was cutting fast across Aux Hall toward the freight elevator when his peripheral vision sent him an odd message: Gus. Tommy had spent all morning looking for his son. Now his son—his normally unfocused, chronically passive, directionally impaired teenage son—had somehow found him. See Elaine? he wanted to say. Every moment, a whole new ball game.

The customs agents returned, five of them. Tommy’s pucks had been taped in a stack; the skate blades were swaddled in bubble-wrap. By committee, the agents assembled a fine English sentence.

“Mister Morrison … why … do you bring … these items … to Japan?”

“I was hoping to skate a bit. To relax.”

“Relax?”

“Hoping to.”

“Hoping to?”

“Yes.”

“Hoping to relax?”

“Yes.”

“Ah.” The youngest agent emerged into comprehension. “I see. Ice skate is your hobby.”

Tommy laughed. The young agent smiled uncertainly. His nametag said Sagawa. His slender hands twitched at his sides as he retrieved English words.

“Why, please, are these skates so very sharp?”

“He never used them.”

“Ah.”

“My son, I mean.”

They had a conference. Sagawa asked him, “Please, what is your destination in Japan?”

When Tommy told them Kitayama, it was as if he had mentioned his own name to a crowd of hockey fans. Heads tilted, memories strained, eyes searched the room’s corners for pathways to the obscure … but no one could be certain.

“Kitayama?”

“Yes.”

Sagawa went for a map. He was gone a long time. The agents seemed embarrassed. It was one of those things: you never had a map of where you already were. While they re-packed his belongings into airport shopping bags, Tommy’s mind festered its way back to the double take that confirmed the last-minute miracle at Tri-County Tech. It was Gus standing there in the hallway, gripping his skateboard, striving for ornery dispassion but clearly marooned and scared among the college students. It was Tommy’s own, damn, trouble-seeking son. It was Gus.

Tommy had watched him for an uncertain moment. The kid was peering into the wrong office. Despite the heat, he wore Tommy’s Red Wings jacket, the one that was “stolen” after Tommy moved out. He wore this with grimy phat pants, new white Air Jordans, wanna-be rasta knots in his tortured hair.

“Gus. I’m down here.”

“Oh, wow, Dad.” Gus shuffled up. “Did you move?”

“No.”

The boy turned a slow circle.

“Yeah, Dad. You moved.”

“I’ve been at the same desk for five years.”

“Dad—” Gus reproduced their family counselor’s broad-minded leer. He laid a pen-scrawled hand on Tommy’s wrist.

“It’s okay to be wrong, Dad. You used to be down there, and everybody knows it. But whatever. I know you’re working through some stuff.”

Tommy thought a long time about what to say, watching students watch him. Finally, hoarsely, he whispered, “Gus, shut the hell up.”

Then they stood paralyzed. In his mind, Tommy gave the kid the jacket, gave him amnesty for a good-bye present, but no words left his mouth. Instead he noticed the boy had painted his fingernails black, noticed he was pulling a rumpled paper from his hip pocket.

“You hitch out here?”

“Dad.”

“You look stoned.”

“Come on, Dad.” Gus’s voice was weak. “You’re not supposed to hassle me, remember?”

The elevator pinged, clattered shut, went away. Tommy took the paper. It was a ninth-grade algebra handout, crumpled in private grief, re-opened and folded in some vague hope. Gus leaned in to help Tommy stare at the paper. The problem was that grains of sand were draining through an hourglass at a rate of one thousand per second. If two-thirds of the grains were at the bottom after thirty minutes, how many grains were there in total?

“Gus,” Tommy said, easing toward the elevator. “I’m in kind of a hurry. In forty minutes my plane leaves for Chicago.”

Gus followed him. “I know. Mom told me you were taking off.”

“By tomorrow I’ll be in Japan.”

The boy sat down on a flat of textbooks, stunned. It was clear that Elaine hadn’t told him taking off to where, but whether this was restraint or malice, it was impossible to tell. Elaine was that way now.

He gave the boy a pencil. He said, “Try this. Imagine you’re hitching back to school. Cross out hourglass and write in intersection of Pine and Peterson. Cross out grains and write in cars. Now stick your thumb out.”

He paused, noticing his own meaty forearms, eraser dust caught in the thatched hair.

“I’m not exactly just ‘taking off.’ I was asked to leave the college.”

Gus hunched over the paper, flushed, scratching with the pencil. Tommy was stirred by his embarrassment. Elaine must have given him details. Tommy watched his son begin a jagged doodle. The thing looked familiar: lightning that changed its mind and became a half swastika and then something prick-like that finally began to swirl and search and gouge the paper. Tommy swallowed a bolt of heartburn and looked away, down the hall.

“I yooped a guy, Gus.”

“Here? You yooped a guy? At school? Dad … Jesus!”

• • •

And then, finally, Sagawa was back. Gathered over the map, the agents leaned, squinted, exchanged grunts of dismay. One made a joke. Another glanced back at Tommy. Then they showed him the map.

“You will go to this place?”

Tommy followed Sagawa’s finger. Across the island, up the Japan sea, then inland, into the map’s marbled, untraveled green, to a small dot between mountains: yes, he was going there.

“Very rare!” Sagawa exclaimed, his eyes growing a bit wild. “Foreign people in this kind of town!”

Then he asked something in Japanese. Tommy’s tired brain recognized the intent of the question: did he speak the language? There was a phrase in Noriko Yamaguchi’s letter for please speak more slowly, but he couldn’t recall it. He patted his pockets. He couldn’t find the letter either.

“Actually there is an American there now. A kid from Arizona. They just opened an English School.”

Sagawa’s head very slowly tilted to the side, as though he had just heard about a golf course on the moon.

“Sooo … ka?”

“Prince English School. I’ll be replacing the kid. I’m the new prince.”

The thin young man held his gaze on Tommy an extra instant.

“Ah,” he said then. “Prince School. Yes, I see.”

He seemed reluctant to translate. When he did, his fellow agents found the news stimulating. A great burst of giddy talk blossomed around Tommy. A second agent, Mori, bald and avuncular, burned hot with English.

“You like hamburgers?” Mori wanted to know.

He looked pained.

“If you like hamburgers,” he stammered, “you must visit Takata. Kitayama town, no hamburgers.”

“Small,” ventured a third agent. “Kitayama very small, small town.”

He drew a barrier up and down with his hands and stood behind it, looking troubled.

“I like hamburgers,” declared Mori.

Then Sagawa cut them off. “Kitayama is a long way,” he said. “You must start.”

Quickly, the agents released Tommy into a wide corridor explosive with sound. Beyond the windows swarmed buses and taxis. The vehicles jittered in a purplish, muscular air. A sudden gust twisted hair and flattened skirts, flung car doors too far. Tommy felt Sagawa’s soft hand on his shoulder. They proceeded downward, not out into the approaching storm but deeper into the airport, through checkpoints and gates and down escalators, a gradual narrowing until Sagawa stopped him on a train platform. Before them waited a sleek train, aimed into a single black hole.

Sagawa shuttled his bags inside the door.

“Good luck,” he said, “in Kitayama.”

Tommy dug for his note from the Prince School secretary.

A..ri..ga …

Arigee …

But Sagawa had slipped away into the crowd. Then the train horn sounded. Tommy stepped on, looking back. The airport exit funneled away, gates and ropes and check points, then the black pinch of the tunnel, and the sensation reminded Tommy of the old Ojibwa fish trap Grandpa Rupert had given Gus.

Having blundered in so far, that is, you could see where you came from, and you could pitch and thrash, but you could not go back.


Chapter 2

Miwa Sato made her move after calculus class. She lingered in the classroom as if to speak with Nakama-sensei about the homework. Then she sneaked past the locker room where girls changed into sweat suits for kendo practice. Outside, a typhoon’s shadow pressed the earth. Miwa’s eyeglasses steamed over. A gust tossed hair about her face. She shouldered her heavy rucksack and the black canvas sleeve with her kendo stick inside. She ducked past the backstop—quicker, more graceful girls played softball—and hurried across the packed-dirt ground, out the gate, and onto the sidewalk.

There, beyond the stone wall around Takata Girls’ High School, she paused. At five o’clock, main street Takata was a rolling boil of taxis and buses, shoppers and school kids. The air was pure noise, pure exhaust. As Miwa stepped into the rush, she reminded herself that her home town of Kitayama, fifty kilometers north into the mountains, was not so bad. For all its failings, for the many ways it had been difficult for its first English teacher, Kitayama remained lovely, quiet, and small, the entire world to ancient people like her grandfather—and with this thought, Miwa’s breath caught. She could hear his angry voice.

Skipping school! Pawed by a white man! Treacherous, immoral granddaughter!

But it would be over soon. Bryce Handy’s contract had ended. He would be replaced, and he would leave Kitayama today. He would pack his suitcase, attend his bye-bye party, and return to Arizona, America, forever.

So it was okay, Miwa told herself.

It was right that she would see him one last time.

Miwa adjusted her rucksack, then broke from the pedestrian stream to make two stops. At Mister Donut she waited in a long line and bought a variety dozen. She took the box and a melon soda to a tiny table in the corner. She leaned her kendo case on the window. Bodies hurled past the glass. She composed a note. Dear Bryce, she wrote in calligraphy that was not her best, as she was frightened nearly senseless by what she planned to say. I forgive you, she wrote at last. Because forgive is what one does, she thought. Mother to father. Mrs. Ebana to Mr. Ebana. Noriko to her atrocious husband. And so on. Then Miwa pulled hair from her face and made way for the soda.

Her second stop was next door, Hara’s Bookstore. The August comic books had arrived just yesterday, so of course the narrow shop was packed. But this is also what one did, when in trouble. One kept on as though nothing were wrong.

Miwa minimized her rucksack in the space between her knees and squeezed in sideways, through the Takata Senior High boys as they fed insensate at the new Jump Boy, the new Pachinko Club, the new No Panty Angels. This is how boys were. She burrowed among the enchanted girls in the shop’s rear, reaching through skirts and rucksacks to pick up the fat new Big Comic for Ladies.

Miwa’s small hands had become damp. Big Comic for Ladies was for older girls, city girls, girls who upset their grandfathers. Still, she flipped the pages with trembling fingers, checking titles. “Always Tomorrow,” “The Rose of Love,” “A Million Tears,” “Sunset Girl,” “Going Steady.” Then the one she wanted. The one she studied and waited for: “Exotic Friend, Part III.”

Miwa pushed back to the counter and paid.

The Kitayama train was an old red diesel on the last platform: three cars, smut and rust, some windows jammed open and others jammed shut. It was the worst train in the station, a wobbly, filthy shuck that Kitayama kids would suffer back and forth to Takata until such a time as the town had its own high school, until Kitayama had factories, an airport, and the prefectural courtesy of a clean, comfortable, high-speed train. All this was coming soon, the leaders of Kitayama promised. As soon as the stubborn likes of Grandfather were gone.

Miwa boarded early, anxiously mindful of Bryce’s difficult leaving and now of all this, too, bound together.

Poor Grandfather! To see what he had seen! To understand so narrowly!

For a terrible moment, she could not decide where in the empty train to sit. She rushed through one whole car, a plump and guilty girl, pigeon-toed in fallen knee socks, bearing a box of donuts and a giant comic book, until at last she commanded herself to sit at the rear of the last car, beside an open window.

Grandfather, she began to herself, it is not as you think …

Then she balanced the donut box on her lap, raised Big Comic for Lady on top of that, and prepared a tissue. She would stop this the moment Bryce was gone, she promised herself, this searching for answers. This sniveling over whatever it was she must have done so make things go so badly.

“Exotic Friend, Part III” began with a synopsis of the story to date. Dawn in Kyoto. A full page framed the famous hills and temples, the train station, the great avenues, and the tiny foreign visitor poised before it all with his huge suitcase. Then the artist swept in with smaller frames: from the station steps, the city spread impossibly about the handsome stranger; from the sidewalk, the young man’s suitcase rose to his waist; through a cab driver’s windshield, his first halting, mis-timed step—

BEEEEP! went the cabbie’s horn. The big letters burst from the cartoon frame itself, lifted the gaijin off his feet.

BEEEEP!

Miwa studied the young man’s frozen scramble for the curb, his lovely hair a crown of terror, his eyes so wide and round, his suitcase spilling clothes about the corners of the frame.

“EH?” he gasped—and there Miwa was, small in the frame behind, the one girl who would truly try to help him.

Grandfather, she explained, he needed me. He said he needed me. I didn’t guess for what.

In a dozen frames, Part I was dispatched. BA-TAN! went the doors of the new school as Exotic Friend stepped in. KIRA-KIRA! went the eyes of love struck girls. “Hello,” he said. “I’m Trevor.” Part II: a blur of parties and outings, classes and disco dates, girls fighting for attention while the artist gradually enlarged in the eyes of Trevor a hollow spot that no one saw but her, the quiet girl who watched and waited until …

Part III: one evening, after school and before yet another party, Miwa had pushed aside the classroom door and found poor Bryce with his head in his hands. He was homesick, he said.

A noise startled her now. She whipped around. But it was only the sweeper, coming on board to snag empty cans from under the seats. And anyway, Miwa reminded herself, she had only listened to Bryce from across the table, then delivered noodles and a milk tea to the door of his apartment on her way home. The entire time, she had been unable to say a word to him. Not one. Not even you’re welcome. She had been so weak and foolish. And then he sought me out. I don’t know why me, Grandfather.

Miwa buried her head again in the comic. Her lips popped and sighed along with the sound effects. The girl saved Trevor then. She did not want his handsomeness. She did not want his status. She did not want but to give. Yes. This is how she saved him. She fed his hungry soul.

I taught him to light his heater, Grandfather, in winter. I confess that. He was cold. I advised him to air his futon. I left quickly. Yes, of course he respected me. Yes.

Now Miwa raised her legs for the old woman’s broom. A juice can rattled along the filthy floor into the jaw of the dustbin. A hot gust wobbled the ancient train.

“Typhoon coming,” muttered the old woman.

Then … autumn. A big frame claimed both pages, a bursting hillside, all of bountiful Japan behind the couple: mountain, temple, rice field, orchard. Miwa’s breath snagged at a single detail: the girl stood in the foreground, her skirt blown against her thighs. Her arm stretched out, leading the eye to a small inset frame. There, a single stalk of susuki grass arced gracefully. On the stalk’s furry tip balanced a red dragonfly, hypnotized by the girl’s circling finger … then deftly she caught it … and on the next page she offered it to the foreign boy—not for him to touch or take, because the moment was too delicate for that—no, she offered him the moment, to behold and appreciate as an emblem of the spiritual connection between them—

Abruptly Miwa stopped breathing. The typhoon pressure had forced itself inside her chest. Sweat shone on her brow. Her toes crawled inside her shoes. Part III ended there. And Bryce had startled her not on a private mountain outlook but on the public shrine ground in West Mountain Village, of all places.

He followed me home, Grandfather. You were outside on the veranda, looking for your weed cutter. I was so surprised! You saw me run!

She closed Big Comic for Ladies. “Part IV: The Fruits of Friendship” would come in a month. But much sooner than that, she would learn to say and believe this: it didn’t matter. Her accident was over. She would never mention it. As Mother spoke no ill of Father. As lovely old Mrs. Endo gave horrid old Mr. Endo a new day, every day. This is how it worked.

Miwa rose and stepped around her rucksack, around the bent-backed sweeper. She carried the comic to the end of the train and shoved it through the trash slot.

In addition to the card inside the donut box, she would say aloud to Bryce, Miwa decided, strongly and plainly: I forgive you. It is over.

She sat back down. Then the platform whistle blew and the old diesel rumbled to life. Kitayama kids could hide from their ugly train no longer. Miwa squared the Mister Donut box on her lap and lowered her head. The boarding bells began to ring. In a moment, her classmates swarmed around her, shoving and laughing.

“Granny Miwa,” shouted someone. “Sitting on the train by herself.”

“Teacher knows you skipped kendo, Miwa.”

“Crazy Miwa, who are the donuts for?”

Miki Ebana bounced into the seat behind her, breathing lemon candy.

“Did you hear?” Miki announced. “Last night Noriko Yamaguchi was at Bryce’s apartment! For an hour! And Noriko’s husband was busy fishing down at Three Cedar Corner–”

Saori Endo made a long neigh of disbelief. “Ehhhhh?” she said.

“You don’t believe me?”

Miki Ebana rose to her knees on the seat and poked Miwa on the shoulder.

“Tell us, Granny Miwa,” she said. “Who are the donuts for?”

“My friend.”

“You don’t have any friends,” she said and turned away. “But it’s true,” she continued with Saori Endo. “Mother knows Bryce’s every move. Missus Honda can see his apartment from the rice shop, and Mother buys her rice at Missus Honda’s.” The girl returned her attention to Miwa. “What friend?” she demanded. “Prove it.”

“My friend.”

“Boyfriend?”

“Friend.”

“What friend?”

The train bell rang, announcing its intent to bear them once more back to Kitayama. Miwa felt her courage jarred off center. What one does is forgive, Grandfather, as one human to another. Won’t you please forgive me?

Miwa’s fingers stretched to the corners of the donut box.

“Crazy Miwa, what friend?”

“They’re for Bryce,” she announced at last, and closed her ears against the outcry. Her cheeks on fire, her hands sweating, she stared out at the train platform. Stared and stared, while her classmates went baka around her.

• • •

So it was, with her head wrenched away from the clamor, that Miwa first saw the new teacher as he rushed the train. He was an older man than Bryce, limping slightly within a cloud of messy bags, a grimace on his whiskered face. He looked right at her, exhausted gray eyes, then disappeared for the moment it took him to heave aboard. She felt the car rock faintly. She closed her eyes and counted silently toward ten.

She had reached seven only before it started. “Gaijin!” exploded little Kenzo Koho. “Look! Everybody look! It’s a gaijin!”

The “outside person” entered the car unsteadily, his bags jamming between the seat corners. Kenzo Koho fled the doorway, coughing noodles back into his soup cup. In a loud, hoarse whisper, he made his announcement again, and then “Hello!” he brayed like a little donkey as the train began its wobble and screech away from the platform. Miwa felt her brow knit in annoyance. Kenzo Koho was the same one who always bothered Bryce, made him blush with frustration.

“Gaijin-san, hello!”

Now the new American lunged in among the seats, looking for a place to hold on. Thomas Morrison, Miwa remembered. Mister Tommy. Behind Miwa, girls whispered and giggled. Older boys sat up and closed their comic books, shoved each other and grunted.

“Hello!” Kenzo persisted, now dancing in the man’s path. “Hello! Hello!”

The new teacher looked at him. “Hey, kid. What’s up?”

“Hello how are you! Gaijin-san! Hello how are you?”

Kenzo hooted, as if to a bear at the zoo, and now Miwa’s face felt scorched with embarrassment. Stupid Kenzo. Of all of them, he was the worst at English. He had no other words to say.

“Hello how are you!”

Miwa turned toward a new outburst of laughter. Jun Endo, another genius, was at the back of the car slapping his own face, as if to wake himself from a dream. He gasped eventually, “I am fine thank you!”

Miwa cringed. They would throw peanuts if they had any. The new teacher set his bristly jaw and teetered forward. Miwa tried to make a bow. Welcome, she tried to say. Please ignore these stupid boys. They are nothing but radishes. But she froze. Mister Tommy’s strange bags crowded her feet. His hip eclipsed her face. His long arm stretched to grip the strap. He puffed and swayed and smelled of sweat, right above her.

“Gaijin-san!” called Kenzo. “How are you!”

Miwa took a cautious glance up. The new American stared evenly at Kenzo through his fatigue, gnawing his lip and leaning heavily against the train, as if his strength alone could make it wobble. Kenzo looked pale suddenly. He dove back among his friends.

Miwa moved her eyes to the window. She watched the station trail away, the freight yard stream away, pachinko parlors, car dealers, apartment houses, diminishing until checkered paddies of golden rice whipped and whorled in the typhoon wind, the dense green mountains looming. She kept her knees together, her fingers on the corners of the donut box. Her hair slipped over her cheeks and covered her eyes. Bryce moved into the past now, and somehow the fact of this new teacher bore down on Kitayama. After him would come another, and another—and at that moment Miwa understood what her grandfather had meant when he drank too much sake and railed against Kitayama’s grand ambition to become an international city—

But before Miwa could finish her thought, Miki Ebana attacked once more over the seat back. “Crazy Granny Miwa,” she resumed. “You claim Bryce likes you then? Are we supposed to believe that?”

“It’s true.”

“You were lovers?”

“No. Of course not. If we were lovers, I would hide the donuts.”

“Dopey Miwa. He’s too cute for you. If he wanted girlfriends, he could have plenty. If he so much as smiled at you, Miwa, your skirt would fall off.”

The girl grabbed a Jump Boy comic from Taka Daiwa’s hands and shoved an open page into Miwa’s face. “You would look like this, Miwa.”

Miwa turned her head away. But she knew what the page displayed—a girl on her back, her school uniform in shreds—but she would hand Bryce the donuts and the note and she would try to smile.

Your bye-bye party is waiting, she would remind him calmly. You are due at the school.

And close your windows, she would advise him. A typhoon is coming.

And then, as the dense air quivered and the sky cracked, she would step back into the alley.

GORO-GORO! would come the great cartoon thunder.

She would put up her umbrella. The first fat drops would strike it. BOTA! BOTA! A gust of wind would turn the page.

Mister Bryce, she would say, sayonara. And that would be the end.

• • •

In the middle of South Tunnel, one kilometer from Kitayama, the new teacher fell asleep on his feet. Miwa watched it happen in the reflection at her shoulder. His thick arms were raised, his furry hands gripping the straps. As the train jerked into slow-down, his head snapped and his eyes opened. Students trampled his bags in the rush for the door. Then, as he bent to save his luggage, Mister Tommy staggered. His head rammed Miki Ebana square above her precious rump and she shrieked. He raised up and tried to apologize, but Miki had buried herself amidst the mass of black hair and blue uniforms.

Kenzo mimed the new teacher from out of the pack. “Very sorry!” he called. “Very, very sorry!”

Then the train was coasting, wobbling, its stop-bell ringing, and Mister Tommy decided to turn against the tide. Red-faced and scowling, he shoved toward the center of the car as if he meant to sit down. He raised his bags overhead. He muttered something and turned sideways. Then the train made its wretched spasm of a stop.

Miwa lowered her head and looked out through her bangs. The new teacher was tossed forward, then back, and then some sharpness made him wince and lift one leg from the floor. But still the train wasn’t finished. A few meters more it sneaked smoothly while he wavered on one foot, and then it slammed to a dead halt that splashed supple bodies back and forth but dumped the big white man squarely down on Miwa’s lap.

Her breath escaped in a loud squeak. The Mister Donut box flattened in her hands. His weight drove it deep between her legs.

“Sorry!”

They were entangled. His hair—her face—his shoulder—her right breast, feeling torn.

“Sorry!” howled Kenzo through a gale of laughter. “Very, very sorry!”

The new American raised himself and scowled toward the crowd. Kenzo, in Japanese, shouted, “Run for your life!” and Miwa felt the train rock with rushing bodies. Quickly, she recovered the ruined donut box. She collected her rucksack and her kendo stick. The train was empty but for her and Mister Tommy.

“Are you okay?”

“Hai,” she managed. “Yes. Okay.”

And then the mob was outside, flashing peace signs and laughing. Once more stupid Kenzo Koho addressed the new teacher, this time waving a pen.

“Gaijin-san!” he called into the window. “This is a pen!”

Mister Tommy chewed his lip and stared beyond. He did not prepare to leave the train, and Miwa guessed why. You could not see Kitayama from here. You saw only a small, hollow station, bicycles and cars, then a deep cleft in the mountain capped by rolling gray clouds. The storm had nearly caught the train.

“This is a pen!” Kenzo insisted. Books spilled from his rucksack and blew open beside the tracks. Jun Endo took over. He rushed the window. “This is a pen!” he screeched at Mister Tommy.

From out of the pack of girls, heading away from the train, his big sister, Saori, called back, “No, you idiot. It’s a pencil.”

But anyway, Mister Tommy wouldn’t respond. He wouldn’t even look. So unlike Bryce, Miwa thought, who got red in the face and smiled and stammered in his funny Japanese What? What’s going on? Mister Tommy wouldn’t play, still wouldn’t play, began to recover his bags, and in a moment more, Kenzo Koho—overstimulated as his books flapped and papers blew down the tracks—horrible little Kenzo lost his mind and flung his Cup Noodle. Soup broth sprayed the window. Noodles slid down the glass—and Miwa saw a change on the new man’s face.

“Please—” she began, but she could find no English words to follow. Please understand, her eyes begged him. This is such a small town. Such a small, old radish town. Such a small, old pumpkin village. But Mister Tommy squared his shoulders to the stupid boys. He raised his right fist. No, Miwa begged him silently. Not that. Do not make them so insane with joy.

But he did it. He thrust his middle finger.

Kenzo erupted, Jun Endo right behind him, and others swarmed in to join the fun. They hammered the train windows, thrusting middle fingers. “Fooawk you!” they cried gleefully. They skipped and tussled alongside the train.

“Gaijin-san! Fooawk you!”

Miwa turned away, the ruined donut box unbalanced in her hands. She didn’t know what she would do about Bryce now. She worried that she had lost her nerve.

The train bell rang: get off! get off! The sky outside was greenly dark and rolling, obese with rain. Cars and bikes plunged away down the mountain. Miwa, rising from her seat at last, didn’t know what she would do. As she neared the door, the new teacher loomed behind her.

“Can you tell me how much farther to Kitayama?”

The train lights went out. “Fooawk you!” trailed a voice over the mountain edge.

“This is Kitayama,” she said, and stepped off.


Chapter 3

Where was Kitayama? Tommy Morrison wondered. When the last of his bags hit the platform, he looked up to find the station nearly deserted. One tiny white pickup truck buzzed through a U-turn, all eyes on him, then accelerated and disappeared over the rim of the mountain.

Now only the girl remained. She wedged her heavy backpack into the basket of a dirty-pink motor scooter. She covered her head with a battered helmet. She took the seat and tucked the crushed box—Mr. Donut—between her feet, beside the point of a long, black case, as if for a fishing rod. She wore saddle shoes, Tommy noticed, with pink laces. As she adjusted loose white socks about her thick ankles, the station’s floodlight crackled and flickered on, charging the air with a thousand even smaller and more insistent details. But where was the town? He rested his eyes a moment. The girl was gone.

Tommy walked. He hung three bags on each arm and limped down the mountain. The road was steep and narrow, bent with switchbacks and crumbling at its edges. In ten minutes, resting his arms at a corner, Tommy made out a grid of rice fields in the valley below, a few weak lights on the far mountain. Wherever his destination was, it was farther than he could see. Farther than he could carry his baggage. Numbly he turned around. He struggled back uphill.

Inside the shelter that passed for a station there was a phone, a bright green plastic box with the receiver on top, but Tommy had no idea how to use it. He dug in his pocket for Noriko Yamaguchi’s note. But somehow he had lost that. He fell back on a bench beside a vending machine. He would sleep here, he thought. But the bench was too narrow, too short. He sat back up. He felt sick. The toilet stank. He coughed nothing into black weeds behind the shelter.

After a gray gap of indecision, Tommy dragged his bags outside to a trash barrel. The paperbacks, the alarm clock, the hockey pucks—as they struck the barrel bottom he felt a faint and bitter surge of energy. He hadn’t been sure how much his life would really change, but now he began to understand. It would be erased, he realized, and this sudden notion, darkly fitting, placed Elaine once more at his shoulder. He had been handed everything, she liked to claim. He had been born into a favorable script, comfortable and sure of his role. Her theory was that he could not survive outside of his white man’s bubble. Well, he thought grimly, dumping t-shirts into the barrel, now they would see.

Then jeans, belts, CDs, toiletries, video tapes, hats, his second suit coat, every necktie but one, the Game Boy he had carried on a thousand hockey road trips, the case of Snickers and the package of new socks his mother had given him—all of this went into the trash barrel. He saved one bag of essential clothing. Then Tommy stood in the weak floodlight, typhoon wind whipping his hair, holding his son’s ice skates.

He wondered if he had ever left town in his life without a pair of skates. Hockey had been his passport. The local sports hacks liked to write this. But he hadn’t ever seen much more than busses, hotels, and hockey rinks. He had gone to Russia, lost a hockey game, gotten drunk, and come home. Same for Norway. Same for a hundred towns in the United States and Canada. Hockey had been his prison, too, hadn’t it? Not that anyone would entertain that complaint. Not that Tommy dared to make it. But he had been a good student, possessing enough of a brain for an easy math major, and still his talent on ice had defined every turn in his life. Even the job at Tri-County Tech, where the hockey coach was set to retire, Tommy next in line, was predicated on pucks into nets, or the prevention thereof. He had been a rink rat, Tommy mused sourly as he raised the skates over the trash barrel. He had been a rink rat in a cage.

Still, these were Gus’ skates. The boy officially owned them. And suddenly Tommy felt baffled and sad, too exhausted to think. His mind replayed the picture of Gus staring at the buffed floor tiles at Tri-County Tech, crimson creeping between his blackheads as he thought of his father’s troubles.

“I was busted, Gus. Battery. I hit a guy at school.”

But what did these words mean—all these claims and charges? How real were they now? Where in his life was the proper point of focus—the right thing to feel sorry about, the right thing to change?

Tommy had to sit. He returned to the bench beside the vending machine and inhaled the rain-heavy air. Here, after a lifetime of penalties, was his defining offense: he had slept with a student. He had known he was wrong. He didn’t need the ensuing scandal. He didn’t need a colleague, Dr. Kent Minnerly, Chemistry, to “initiate a dialog on harassment” in the very hallway where Tommy had stood with Gus just hours ago. He didn’t need Minnerly jabbing a knobby carbon molecule into his chest until his wires had crossed. In a blink, Tommy the rink rat had found himself brain-red and thinking that Minnerly didn’t know jack-shit about harassment. His colleague just didn’t get it that the girls fucked the players, their choice, and somehow the good doctor’s PhD program had also not covered the theorem that talk leads to action.

“I yooped him, Gus.” It was a family term, to yoop a guy, yoop coming from the U.P. of Michigan’s Upper Pennisula, the ancient source of Morrison stock. “I gave the man ten seconds to shut his mouth, then I busted his nose.”

“Yeah,” the boy mumbled. “Actually Mom told me. So they sent you to Japan?”

He must have been confused by a lifetime of his father’s hockey trades.

“Nobody sent me anywhere.” The words, their petty defiance, made Tommy feel stupid and small, but the boy needed an explanation. “I hit the guy once, and then I drove him to the clinic. The school asked me to take a year off. Then we’ll see.”

“But, Dad.” He looked forlorn. “In Japan?”

Tommy wondered how much to explain. The job market was bloated. There had been a math offer in urban Miami, another in Enid, Oklahoma, an English job in Suriname that paid in gilders.

“Your school costs a lot of money,” he said finally. “But it’s not your fault. There’s the house, car, credit cards. I was lucky. The Japanese school pays well. I need some time away. The farther the better. I’ll be back in a year.”

Overloaded, Gus had drifted. His pencil endlessly crossed out sand grains. As he reached for the elevator button, Tommy felt stormed by a desire to seize his child under the shoulders and drag him along. With his sunburn and pimples, his lonely mouth drooping wetly open, Gus seemed hardly more finished than the day he was born, still a vast facility for the rehab of a father.

Tommy had felt his eyes blur and his stomach burn. He stuffed a knuckle into the down button and said nothing. He stared glassy-eyed past the curling tiles and tall lockers, out the window at the end of the hallway, over the scattering of rust buckets and pick-up trucks in the school parking lot.

“You better go,” Gus said.

He was right. Their time was up.

“You hang in there, Gusser.”

“You too. And stay cool, Dad. Make some friends. Don’t yoop any Japanese.”

The elevator had shuddered up like a gulp in the old building’s throat. As he stepped aboard, Tommy had felt unexpectedly lightened. It was funny, what the kid just said. Don’t yoop any Japanese. It was gentle and warm and almost grown-up. Every moment, like he had said to Elaine, was a whole new ball game.

He reached out to hold the doors, to make a better parting with his son, but Gus was red-faced, stuttering.

“Hey!”

He pointed. Tommy fought the doors.

“Hey! Those are mine! Those are my skates!”

“Gus—”

“What the hell, Dad, those are my skates!”

Gus threw himself at the doors, but the opening had narrowed irretrievably. “I need those!” The boy’s clumsy arm thrashed at Tommy, black claws grazing skin. Tommy shoved the arm out. The doors closed.

“Dad!” A wail.

Then a last thump, and Tommy had sunk slowly through the layers of Tri-County Tech to the freight dock.

Now he held the skates in his lap. He wondered what to focus on at this point. What mattered? That his son had begged and wheedled for the purchase of the skates? That Tommy, mired in guilt, had been desperate to satisfy him? That Gus had never used the skates? That they were in fact just one more piece of expensive name-brand property—ignored by the boy and then forgotten? Or did it matter most that Tommy had stolen them back? Which of these was the real crime? From this sordid passage of Morrison-Red Cloud family history what, if anything, should be honored?

• • •

Tommy jerked, nearly fell from the bench. He shook his head, backing away from the precipice of sleep. His dawning answer seemed desperately silly, but he had no other. The only pure thing seemed to be the skates themselves. They were good skates, and brand new.

Tommy stood weakly. He left the skates on the bench beside the vending machine. “Good luck,” he mumbled to them. “You’re free of us.” Then he hooked the remaining bag on his arm. He looked at the darkly rolling sky. He had to move now. He would limp as fast as he could down the steep mountain road. He would run when he could. He would find the town before the storm hit. Then he would ask for her.

Tommy stopped.

He would ask for her.

The secretary.

But he had even forgotten her name.


Chapter 4

“Noriko!”

The old woman’s voice pierced the clamor. It stopped giggles, turned heads, scalded about the sweltering Prince School office.

“Noriko!”

“Yes, Mother.”

Mama Yama worked her way through a knot of junior high girls. She kept her mouth moving, and this marked her progress like a flag above the larger girls. “I can’t see where you’ve gone, that’s the problem. Kids grow so tall nowadays. These girls with their long legs and wide shoulders and useless big breasts. One can hardly move around anymore. Noriko! Eh? Where are you?”

“Here, Mother. At my desk.”

If one could march in an overstuffed kimono, Noriko Yamaguchi’s mother-in-law marched up. Everyone waited: the girls, the women, the committee. Mother Yamaguchi would handle pronouncements of the obvious.

“Mister Bryce is late.”

Noriko tried to breathe deeply. She had coordinated Bryce’s bye-bye party, sent the invitations—students and committee only, the school’s lobby space was small—hung the crepe paper, cut up a hundred snapshots to make a collage of Bryce’s year in Kitayama. She had made sushi and grilled chicken, bought beer, sake, soft drinks, rice crackers and shrimp chips, arranged flowers and cut melons. She had prepared Bryce’s final paycheck. She had arranged a surprise song, “For He’s a Jolly Good Fellow,” to be performed by Bryce’s junior high girls Tuesday night class. Bryce, Bryce, Bryce—like he was, well, a prince. She had risen, in fact, at three-thirty that morning to make all things nice for Prince Bryce. She had been trapped inside her green kimono since lunchtime. And now—

“More than thirty minutes late.”

“Thank you, Mother, for maintaining my awareness of this fact.”

Noriko managed this calmly, but stress pinched her stomach. Now the girls were putting their fingers all over the collage. Old Father Yamaguchi had become prematurely drunk and caught his head in the sagging crepe paper. Police Chief Ebana had begun to grumble his dirty suspicions. Mister Bryce had fallen in with Ono. Mister Bryce was disrespecting them. Well then, they were disrespecting him … and America … and fairies … and soft bean cakes …

The police chief shouted this last part, and a few of the older girls giggled. In the silence that followed, Mayor took the chief by the elbow but was unable to lead him anywhere. Ebana glared at Noriko, of course. In error, Bryce was always hers.

“The new teacher didn’t call either,” resumed Mama Yama. “And you promised he would.”

“Of this too, Mother, you so kindly remind me.”

“Now come here, Noriko.”

Dabbing sweat with a hankie, Mother Yamaguchi pushed through the throng of girls to the table where Noriko had arranged food and drink. She pointed. The SAYONARA, BRYCE! banner hung crookedly. The air was too humid. The tape had slipped.

“Thank you, Mother, for your sharp eye.”

Noriko started back toward her desk.

“Noriko!” Her mother-in-law pursued, shoving along, stout old Mama Yama in a red kimono, not more than five feet tall, strong as a beetle, prying girls aside.

“Noriko!”

“I am getting fresh tape, Mother.”

“And your sushi,” said Mama Yama, “is crumbling. Your rice is too hard.”

“Forgive me, Mother.”

“You have to form the rice when it’s hot.”

“Yes.”

“Your hands are too tender.”

“Your advice, Mother, is invaluable, as always.”

Noriko pushed back through with fresh tape. She fastened the banner’s corner to the wall. It would slip again soon. And now a picture of Bryce fell off the collage. “Oh!” cried Yuki Bando, waving a snapshot of Bryce looking bashfully drunk, a karaoke microphone in his face, some woman’s two-finger rabbit ears sticking up through his blond hair in the back. “May I keep it?”

“And this,” said Mama Yama, “is apparently yakitori, but you’ve burned the skewers. And chicken is not the only thing people like. They like liver. They like pork.”

“May I keep it, Noriko-san? May I keep the photo that fell?”

“Yes, you may.”

Then Father pulled crepe from his head. He had never seen such a thing as crepe. He cleared his throat. Noriko waited for the fuse to reach the old man’s voice box.

“Noriko!”

“Yes, Father.”

“It is seven o’clock!”

“Yes, Father.”

“Where is Mister Bryce?”

“I don’t know, Father. This afternoon he went home to pack his suitcase—”

“He is with Ono again,” groused Police Chief Ebana. Mayor touched his elbow, but the chief continued, “I spoke with old Kawahara. Last month he saw the gaijin with Ono on the West Mountain Shrine ground, heading up the trail with a box. We all know what that means.” The chief told them anyway. “Champagne for the devil. Sardines. Italian underpants.”

Mayor began, “However—”

“Noriko!”

She lowered her head. “Yes, Father.”

“This committee has made every effort to make Kitayama-town an international city. We have constructed our business park, our sports center.” Father’s voice was failing now. “We have our own English conversation school, with American teachers. We have begun a new bridge and an airstrip—”

“Airport,” Mayor reminded him.

“Eh?”

“Airport.”

For a long moment, the ugly dirt lump across South Valley stuck in everyone’s mind, ancient rice fields sacrificed too early, with key parcels still in enemy Sato hands while funding from the prefecture remained soft.

“Airport,” Mayor repeated. “We have to say airport.”

Husband had come around with a beer bottle, refreshing the glasses of the committee. It was necessary to be drunk, Husband believed, to properly honor people. Even dishonorable people, as it appeared. Even Bryce.

“Airport.” Father cleared his damaged voice box. “But we can’t have a simple celebration of our progress. What will you do, Noriko?”

“Any minute, Father, I expect the phone to ring.”

Then the banner slipped again. Noriko’s guts cramped hard as she retreated to her desk. Mama Yama waited there, going through her desk drawers. Noriko grabbed her coin purse.

“Excuse me, Mother, but I must run to the grocery.”

“The grocery? Now? With Mister Bryce nearly one hour late for his party? With the new teacher not calling? With the committee waiting?”

“Yes, Mother. I’m sorry. More liver. And pork. And perhaps I’ll see Bryce. Perhaps he is having another hair cut by Miss Wakabayashi. I’ll take the phone with me, Mother.”

But the old woman had become distracted—Father taking up the Ono theme, Bryce in league with an enemy of the committee—so Noriko tucked the cell phone in her kimono sleeve. She faded back through the classroom, through the teacher office, then fled across the pachinko parlor roof to the fire escape.

There, she gripped the rail, lit a cigarette away from the wind. Her stomach pain wasn’t just a gas cramp, she knew. It was a pain that stayed there, high and tight beneath her ribs. She dug a thumb at the spot to no effect. Then she descended the fire escape in kimono half-steps, her bun unwinding and her free hand chasing windblown strands about her head. Lucky Bryce, she was thinking. Smart kid, maybe, in the end.

“Noriko!” The voice of Mama Yama cut through the wind. “Where have you gone? The men need beer!”

But she yelled in the wrong direction. Noriko turned beneath the last flight of iron steps, pitter-pattered behind the garbage bins, and turned up the alley beside the pachinko parlor.

• • •

A few seconds later, under the blast-furnace lights of Crazy Ono’s Big Play Pachinko Center, Noriko Yamaguchi came to a breathless stop between two banks of upright pinball machines.

She looked up. Directly overhead, in the lobby of the Prince English School, Husband had perhaps become distraught and offended about the beer supply. Perhaps Mama Yama disarranged the yakitori sticks, every one of them, checking the doneness of the meat. Perhaps Father, hell-faced, seized by alcohol, squeaked his painful rages.

But here, in this gaudy heaven beneath, Noriko’s troubles felt distant at once. The bells and sirens, the racing-stabbing illuminations of the pachinko machines, the incessant chatter of levers and balls, the ridiculous blaring music and announcements—somehow these soothed her. She wondered if it was like shock therapy, how the chaos of Ono’s pachinko parlor severed her thoughts and let her mind drift. It was real, how the blistering nonsense scorched her nerves down to their roots and gave her—every day, lately—something like calm.

The Prince School secretary let her breath out. She felt a dampening of the pain beneath her ribs. She moved up an aisle between the yammering machines. She touched her Uncle Nobu Gotoh on his bony shoulder. She observed fat Emiko Kawamura having good luck on machine twelve. At the corner by the front door, grimy Funada, Ono’s nail master, swept an arm out grandly, with a rag at the end of it, showing her a free machine down the next aisle.

But Noriko went the other way. Never take the house suggestion, of course. The trick was to find the “on” machines, the ones that Funada, tapping and twisting, had made ever-so-slightly favorable. This was a cat-and-mouse game, a contest of millimeters, and of even smaller meaning. Though it grew huge, and heavy, for some—one had to remember.

Noriko cruised along the back row of pachinko-slot machines that ran beneath the Prince School classroom.
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