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Takanawa Rei
高輪　令

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I googled.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Don’t be over-dramatic.’

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

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

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

‘A brothel? Who?’

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

‘Who the hell is Ichiro?’

‘Don’t you know anything?’

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

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

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

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

‘It was kind of a rhetorical question.’

Hikaru lets out a blood-curdling howl.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

My answer:

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Kiki picks up on the first ring.

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

‘What do you mean?’

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

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

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

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

‘Idiot child.’

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

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

‘Where else was she meant to go?’

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

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

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

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

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

‘She signed a contract about her sex life?’

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

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

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

‘Is she OK?’

‘What do you think?’

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

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

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

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

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

‘When am I coming?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘What the fuck, Kiki—’

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

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

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

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

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