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1

The whole Kiyoshi situation started a long time before he was ever in the picture. The way a calligraphy painting begins before the first black stroke makes it onto the page. Begins when the painter collects together scroll and brushes and grinds up the pigment, or even before that, when he (or she – and yet, in this country, it’s almost invariably he) has an idea in his head of what to paint. So, the scene was already set, the pigment crushed, the painterly hand poised. 

All of which suggests that it was inevitable, that Kiyoshi himself was almost irrelevant, that he could have been anyone. That I, like a pre-fluffed adult performer, was waiting indiscriminately for whoever came along. There’s a part of me that believes it could only have been Kiyoshi – that if it hadn’t been him, everything in my life would have continued as it was and any diversion from the path would have been effortlessly resisted. And then there are the times when I’m trying to forget about the whole sorry mess, laughing at myself so it hurts a little less, when I believe it was my own weakness that stacked the whole house of cards to start with, and it had nothing to do with Kiyoshi at all. Wasn’t Romeo madly in love with Rosaline four days before he killed himself for Juliet? What’s in a name? The boy was a raging bag of hormones set to obsess over whichever nubile young creature came into his line of sight. Does anyone need to get hung up on which one it was? (But it’s the ultimate love story! It’s destiny, and fate, and love greater than life!) What is love anyway? What is love whatislove

whatislovewhatis loveha ha 

ha 

ha 

ha. 

Aki has a mode he goes into, where you can practically watch the hormones go into overdrive for a minute or two, where he lolls his tongue out and shakes his head from side to side and runs around the room as if he’s got fleas. Behaving exactly like a dog on heat. I’ve seen his daddy do the same thing, which is difficult to imagine when you see him reigning, magnificent and still, from the splendour of his enormous desk in his enormous office. Maybe it’s contagious, something you catch from your husband and your son, because recently I’ve been feeling that a lot, the urge to run around like a dog chasing its tail, asking myself stupid questions and trying to shake them out of my head. 

Trying to shake them out of my head because, as an advert on the Tokyo Metro reminded me the other day, Life’s What You Make It! It was advertising a washing powder that can make you float in a white shift dress across a blue sky. Or possibly it was an advert for anti-constipation medicine or life insurance. It’s hard to tell. I’m always at my most open-minded, not to say emotionally susceptible, on the Metro – it’s the lurking possibility of death by earthquake that does it. It doesn’t make me feel any calmer that the Namboku line is the deepest in Tokyo; I have no idea whether this makes it more or less likely that in the event of an earthquake all the walls would cave in, and have never been able to get a clear answer about it out of anyone. I realise that to be a die-hard inhabitant of this city, you’re expected to smile demurely in the face of the almighty fault line that runs straight through it and place complete trust in whatever dinky gates we’ve come up with to protect ourselves, but there’s this unshakeable image of a ten-metre tsunami wall being totalled by a wave that flashes through my mind every time I’m hurtling through an underground tunnel in a metal tin.

Anyway, in this fragile state, the constipation-washing-powder advertisement struck a nerve. I sat bolt upright like an antelope startled by an unexpected rustle in the bush (or someone who thinks she might have just been groped), and formulated the well-worn thought, this time with unique clarity, that my life is wonderful. And that I really need to get my shit together, stop ruminating on done-and-dusted past events, and appreciate it. Maybe do some meditation and volunteering, read some Daisaku Ikeda, cultivate a bonsai, smile more. Stop being such a quintessential Tokyoite, yo-yoing from duty to destination with penitent expression, falling neatly asleep at every opportunity to show just how put-upon I am. And muttering English expletives, in my case, which has nothing to do with being a Tokyoite. 

I’ve got it all, a perfect life – beautiful children, beautiful husband, beautiful apartment. I know it, and I know how lucky I am. I know that any kind of whingeing is one major first-world sulk. From now on, I’m going to be happy, shut up all my demons and make everyone around me smile. I’m going to devote my whole life, all my energy to it, because it’s the only acceptable thing, under the circumstances. 

Given this impending turnaround, though, given that from now on it’s going to be Ghibli theme tunes and freshly baked melon bread served with a smile, I’m just going to have one last scream before I start. A bit like consuming an entire bucket of Kentucky Fried Chicken the night before beginning the nattō and grated yam diet. One last gargantuan temper tantrum, throwing all my toys out of the pram and howling, and, after that, I’ll be good forever.
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Maybe this was when it began. On the Tuesday night when I was thinking of jumping off the balcony, while Tatsuya checked work emails on his phone.

I love the views from our balconies. We have a few around the apartment, which is on the thirty-second floor of a forty-storey block that looks like a giant game of Jenga mid-play. When we first moved here, looking down gave me vertigo, and, within the first week, Aki had managed to find a matchbox car small enough to push out of the tiny gap between the glass panels, leaving me dumb with horror, wondering if the anecdote about a penny thrown off the Eiffel Tower killing someone on the ground also applied to toy cars chucked off the thirty-second floor. Luckily, nobody was walking past so I haven’t tested the physics, yet. 

The terrace outside the sitting room is perfect for a cigarette; after the kids are in bed, I can close the blinds and sidle out of the glass doors so nobody can see me from inside. As if I’ve temporarily disappeared. In immediate view but far, far below, there’s the Hotel Okura, its many gold-lit windows offering glimpses of businessmen and lovers, the topmost revealing an old-school ballroom with glittering chandeliers. If you look straight down, you can see the well-planned avenues lined with cherry blossom trees – shapeshifters innocently green until the magical moment in spring, when they suddenly explode into clouds of tulle. A highway pulses across the view like a neon artery, and beyond that the myriad skyscrapers form a constellation of lit windows in the city darkness, tens of thousands of people’s lives, all with their intimate hopes and tics and favourite foods and difficult mothers-in-law. Closer to home, there are a couple of apartment blocks I can see right into and checking in on them night by night is like an ongoing mute soap opera. There’s the family who favour morgue-style lighting in their kitchen, and the empty room further down, with a red leather sofa around the perimeter, a lamp always on. I think it must be an unpopular service flat, but Tatsuya is convinced it’s the holding pen of a high-class brothel. Near the top, there’s the apartment of interchangeable Westerners, forever showering and getting ready to go out, and below that the man in the suit who comes in late and haggard during the week, then sits out naked on his balcony on Sunday mornings. 

I love that the roar of the traffic and the chattering voices (relative chatter, it has to be said – this is a very well-heeled neighbourhood and even on the ground people converse in hushed tones) dims to a comforting background swish this high up, almost like the sound of the sea. The stars feel so close and the ground so far away that I can kid myself I’m poised halfway between the two. The first drag of the cigarette, the cooling in my veins, the kick of an ice-cold shōchū and the non-judgemental background breathing of the city. The relief of it. 

On that particular Tuesday evening, Tatsuya was standing out on the terrace, ignoring the view and staring with furrowed brow at the blue light from his mobile, his thumb twitching. I, unusually, was around the corner on the balcony outside our bedroom, where Tatsu couldn’t see me, and on that evening, just for a moment, I was straddling the railing. I only really thought this was a good idea for about one second, probably less. The millisecond my weight started to shift towards the leg that was over the edge, leaving the other dangling dangerously in mid-air, I threw all my weight back towards safety. No crackly-voiced Leo DiCaprio with a hand extended around here; the only person doing any heroic saving, even if it was only of my own sorry ass, was me. I landed in a heap on the floor, a sock hooked on the corner of the barrier keeping one leg suspended above me. My pulse was racing so fast my breath couldn’t keep up, like anyone’s would when the very real possibility of free-falling thirty-two floors onto a concrete pavement flashed in front of them. My head was sore where I’d thumped it on the floor. What. A. Twat. 

I stayed in the heap, my pulse slowing; closed my eyes and listened to the unchanging sound of the highway. It doesn’t seem right to find the sound of speeding cars so meditative. Truckers with shoals of fish from the coast and deliveries from satellite towns; families heading out for weekends away; commuters with their radios blasting and thoughts of home. Knowing that whether I’d jumped or not would have made no difference to the steady thrum of traffic brought a Zen-like peace which should probably have been derived from the breeze in a bamboo forest, not the dulcet tones of the Tokyo Expressway. Country folk would no doubt be horrified and consider my preferences as perverse as the ones that bankroll the Akihabara maid cafés, but despite my roots I’m a city girl through and through. 

I opened my eyes and took in my proximity to the drain from which I’m convinced the cockroach we once found in the sitting room emerged. I’ve heard that at certain temperatures they can fly and given that Tokyo in summer is a furnace, one is permanently poised to gag. I scrambled to my feet, yanking my leg down and pulling something in my thigh in the process. Holding onto the glass barrier, now my safety net rather than my escape route, I crept like a crab towards the window to the bedroom, towards shōchū from the freezer and a bath.

As you can probably tell from the execution, I wouldn’t say this was exactly a planned attempt. More a total shit fit that fortunately nobody saw, a physical manifestation of the screaming inside my head that sometimes gets so loud I want to drill a hole in my skull. The conversation that precipitated the nearly-end-of-my-life went like this:

‘Tatsu, any chance you could give me a hand hanging up this washing?’

Tatsuya looked up momentarily from his phone, which he was examining while slumped on the sofa, sighed deeply, gave a noncommittal grunt and then returned to the screen. I returned to the washing, bristling with resentment. When neatly pinning a wet sheet got the better of me, I flung it on the floor and turned back to my husband. Just as I opened my mouth to speak, he shot me a look that was a foul cocktail of feelings – irritation, pity, regret, resignation, contempt.

‘Oh god,’ he muttered, and escaped onto the good balcony, closing the door behind him. 

And I decided to go throw myself off the other one, apparently. Or perhaps just to jump – ‘throw myself off’ sounds so overdramatic, as if jumping is a perfectly reasonable thing to do. I didn’t really mean to; I meant just to leave and be somewhere Tatsuya wasn’t, and leave the damn washing on the floor for him to find. Then I meant to pace up and down the other balcony and maybe smoke a cigarette, and then I started wishing he would come and apologise, or ask me if I was okay, which is never a good thing to think about because it’s never going to happen, and even if it did I’d say something cutting and push him away, which brought a lump to my throat and a tear to my eye, etc. etc. And then the internal screaming got really bad. It would probably be fair to say that that evening highlighted the less than blissful working conditions in our marriage, and could arguably be named the prologue to the Kiyoshi situation. 

I think ‘less than blissful’ is fair. I wouldn’t go so far as to say ‘hellish’, or ‘abusive’ – well, sometimes it’s hellish, but not because Tatsuya is any more badly behaved than the next Japanese salaryman. In fact, in terms of actual tot-uppable offences, he’s a saint. He doesn’t regularly drink to excess (occasionally, of course, but I’d like him considerably less if he didn’t), he doesn’t live for pachinko, he doesn’t squander our money on fast cars, or even on hostesses, I’m pretty sure. He doesn’t beat me; he doesn’t have weird sexual proclivities and he’s a loving father when he sees his kids. Which isn’t all that frequently, but what father does? And he’s in good nick. If I didn’t slightly hate him, I would definitely fancy him. So, there is no ear out there ready to be chewed off about my raging dissatisfaction with a man who slightly takes me for granted and could phrase things more pleasantly.

When I told Kiyoshi about the balcony incident, turning it into a hilarious, throwaway anecdote which didn’t include the washing and demonstrated nothing more than my extreme spontaneity, he laughed his big open belly laugh, hitting the table in appreciation. But then he ran his hand over the back of his head through his short black hair, a habit he had when he was worried, or didn’t know what to do, and reminded me, confusingly, of Aki. He put his hand over mine and squeezed. His hand was dry and warm, and he took a drag of his cigarette and started talking easily about something else, and I knew I didn’t need to explain. I still catch myself thinking I have to tell him something, just to hear the way he’d turn a tragedy into a joke in a few true words, or for the satisfaction of hearing him laugh. 

The tears were another sign that things in my marriage were somewhat awry. Unexplained over-emotion, like when Eri or Aki go insane over the fact they’ve put their shoes on the wrong feet, or dinner’s been served on the wrong-coloured plate. When that happens, if my patience isn’t already stretched so thin I have to go scream into a pillow, I drag the heaving little ball of tragedy onto my lap and try to find out what the real problem is. A less than understanding teacher at school? An argument with a friend? Anything a cuddle and a good night’s sleep can’t solve? I don’t think cuddling would even have occurred to me if it hadn’t been for Cassie and the Michaelsons; it isn’t really a thing in Japanese families. My parents would smile at me fit to bust, pat me and jostle me, but nobody hugged me until, at sixteen, I had a fit of homesickness in New York one day during that first trip, and Mrs Michaelson folded me into a warm, perfumed embrace like it was no big deal. Even now the thought of somebody sympathetic giving me a cuddle makes me feel teary. 

I wasn’t much of a crier in the past. Things would happen that hurt like hell and I could just keep going, folding it all in and marching stoically on. Then there was a year or two after each of the children was born, when I felt as if whatever it was that separated me from the rest of the world had been ripped away, leaving all my surfaces completely porous. All the feelings in the world were in excruciating technicolour and I had no method of filtering them out. I cried at TV adverts and the children’s first steps, at old people navigating the supermarket and pigeons wooing in Yoyogi Park. It was exhausting. Tatsu thought I’d lost my mind. Which I had, in a way, the older, steelier one, and had it replaced by an infinitely impressionable sponge. Luckily, time and sleep grew a little of the armour back, so that until just a year or so ago, I reacted appropriately to wildlife documentaries and photographs of other people’s children. 

But in those months before Kiyoshi . . . It is very difficult to run while crying, in my experience. I suppose it might not be as bad if you were crying outright, and able to breathe, but that swallowing-a-lump-in-your-throat thing, and trying to run, really doesn’t work. There’s a swanky glass-fronted gym at the bottom of our apartment building where the TVs on the treadmills have American channels on them, on account of the number of expats in the neighbourhood. I flick between CNN and MTV, trying to decide which is the more unrealistic and recently, disconcertingly, which is the least likely to make me start bawling. Do I feel more emotionally unstable about the plight of civilians in war-torn countries, or the transience of youth and time, dubiously represented by gyrating white people? 

The last time I was overtaken by a crying jag, I remembered that I was using a pelvic floor weight in an effort not to end up incontinent, and had a vision of it falling out, sliding into my easy-dry leggings like a very small strap-on. Then I was simultaneously giggling and trying not to cry, which made me look and feel as if I were asphyxiating, and ended up falling in a tangle off the treadmill, a beetroot with bloodshot eyes. Fortunately, I was so sweaty the tears and snot and sweat blended together, and people just assumed I was about to have a heart attack on account of overexertion. Which is fine by me – clearly being thought of as incredibly unfit is preferable to being known as the insane weeping gym bunny. 

That day, it was the Radwimps’ ‘Sparkle’ video, from Your Name, that got me. That idea of having someone always beside you, that naive faith in a love that can transcend time and space. In my real life, I would scoff at the band’s senseless name and the film’s surreal body-swapping storyline, and argue that the idea of a ‘soulmate’ is both unrealistic and impractical. Not that I would ever admit to knowing the song, out of consideration for Eri and her embarrassment. But on a treadmill with headphones on, in that public but strangely private space, I choked back mystifyingly heartfelt sobs over Radwimps’ cartoon teenagers and Bump of Chicken and Ed Sheeran. When it was no longer physically possible to carry on with the running and gulping charade, I walked calmly to the sauna, where I listened to classical music for ten minutes and pretended it all never happened. 

The logical conclusion would have been not to go to the gym any more, or at least not to watch MTV. But I, unfortunately, have never been one for acting logically. Even though it’s a tendency that stays beneath a regulated interior, I’d say my true decision-making process mirrors that of an insane dog following his balls. I just happen to be fortunate enough to be sufficiently Japanese that the need to maintain appearances puts a tidy veneer on my animal instincts. 

The veneer on our marriage is pretty shiny too. Tatsuya gets promoted regularly, I put home-cooked meals on the table and make sure the children are well-presented. Even Tatsuya’s mother, with her sniffer dog’s sense for anything that sidesteps upright conformity, has trouble putting her finger on exactly what it is about me that dissatisfies her. An aura that doesn’t match with that of Tatsu’s sister, who I like, incidentally, but whose interest in the quality of her homemade daifuku desserts is genuine. Unfortunately for my mother-in-law, her grandchildren are well-behaved(ish), my house is clean, and she can’t persecute me for thought crimes. Yet.
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