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AUTHOR’S NOTE
The brevity of this story may lead one to think that I banged this out on my laptop over a sleepless night. That I was perhaps moved by the recent earthquake and tragedy in Japan to set a story in Tokyo. I can assure you that this is not the case and that this story has been written, re-written, pondered over and prodded nearly as much as one of my novels.
I first started this tale over two years ago before I was a published author in historical romance. It’s a semi-autobiographical work based on two days I spent in Tokyo back in 2002. So the story has truly been in the making for nearly a decade now.
I’m very happy to finally be able to share this journey. I’ll leave it up to the reader to decide where I might have stretched the truth and by how much.
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To the people of Japan who have endured so much through the recent disaster and who continue to endure: My thoughts and prayers are with you.
Yotsuya Station, Tokyo
I’m a child of the digital age, able to process megabytes of information as they scroll by. My eyes are like dual monitors. Life is moving fast, and I’m flowing with it.
I was moving fast right then. I rushed up the steps of the Tokyo metro station, weaving through the thick of the crowd. My navigational instincts told me that if I could get outside, if I can just see sky, I’d be able to figure out where I was. But my instincts sucked.
A couple years back, I’d discovered a knack for navigating digital infrastructures and solving problems—that’s why I was here. I was more of an idiot savant than a true programmer. In the real world of cities and streets, I was lost. Lost.
Out on the sidewalk, the roar of cars and people overwhelmed me. I flipped open my copy of Lonely Planet: Tokyo and huddled beside the stairway while a rush of foot traffic stormed by. The glossy map at the center of the book told me the hotel was close. I stabbed the red dot I’d drawn there with my finger and looked up, then looked down again, turning the map sideways. Nothing looked right.
I started walking with purpose even though I wasn’t sure where I was going. The metropolises of the world steamrolled you if you didn’t walk with purpose. The tea ceremony at the New Otani Hotel was scheduled for two in the afternoon on Saturdays for the price of 800 yen. My cell read 1:54.
The hotel was a forty-story hard-to-miss megalith. I missed it, walked obliviously by and had to double back. The glass doors at the front opened automatically as I stuffed the Lonely Planet into my shoulder bag.
The concierge spoke English in a clean, precise tone. “Welcome to the New Otani. How can I help you?”
Darn it, how did they always know? I wasn’t Japanese, but I was Asian and looked it. Yet no one ever mistook me for a traveler from Hong Kong or Korea. Even before I said a word, they knew I was American.
I brushed the hair from my eyes. “I’m here for the tea ceremony?”
“Second floor.”
He gestured toward the elevators with an outstretched arm, looking crisp in his black suit. I was sweating in my sneakers. Maybe it was the shoes that gave me away.
I checked my phone again in the elevator. 2:15.
At the end of the corridor, a sign on the tea room door reminded visitors to be respectfully quiet in observance of the ceremony. I stared at the sign and wondered if I should knock. Ten or fifteen minutes wasn’t a big deal in Los Angeles, between traffic and everyone being drunk on sunshine. Here, those fifteen minutes made me feel like an offensive tourist.
A woman in a purple kimono opened the door. Her hair was done up in an elaborate knot.
“Tea ceremony?” she asked.
Yes, I was unavoidably, unmistakably American.
I made an apologetic face. “I’m sorry I’m late.”
She beckoned me in and instructed me to remove my shoes. As I tugged at the laces, feeling more out of place with each moment, I noticed there was another person kneeling on the tatami mats at the other end. He was the first Caucasian I had seen in days. I shot him an apologetic look, but he simply waited patiently with his hands resting on his knees.
Smooth black stones formed a path to the serving area. I’d done enough research to know the environment was part of the ancient ceremony. The formalness of the woman’s kimono and the meticulous room made me feel all the more gaijin. I hurried across the stones in my socks and knelt down onto the mat.
The hostess returned to the front of the room in tiny steps, the looped knot of her obi swaying back and forth behind her. The muted lantern light cast a reverent glow. A tray had been set with a kettle and bowls, as well as other implements. She served us each a bubble-shaped purple jelly on a paper doily.
“Traditional Japanese sweet,” she explained.
Then rising notes of Beethoven’s Fifth cut into the proceedings. Thank goodness it wasn’t my phone. The woman pattered to the back room to grab her cell phone while I sliced into the bubble with a toothpick-like utensil.
“Moshi-moshi.” She spoke in hushed tones in the back room.
The coconut jelly slid down my throat. I took my time picking at it, since there was nothing else to do while we waited. The hostess was still talking on the phone when I finished, so I folded the paper carefully in my hands and glanced over at my jean-clad counterpart. He shifted on the mat, but otherwise remained respectfully still. He had light brown hair, short and unstyled. The look of him invoked an immediate sense of familiarity.
Coming to Korea and Japan had triggered something inside me; some hidden bit of programming that I couldn’t yet decipher. For the first time in my life I was surrounded by people who looked like me: same hair, same skin, same eyes. Asian faces on every street, in every restaurant—not just the wait staff. Three months ago I stood in a subway car in Seoul and realized I was eye level with everyone. Why should that feel like a Twilight Zone moment? And why should this guy’s face, his white skin, high nose, and slightly square jaw, seem more welcoming than all the ones around me?
I’m that woman who wakes up from the operating table and is mortified when she sees her own reflection.
I darted my gaze away before he could catch me staring.
The Japanese woman returned to take us through the rest of the ritual: the respectful bowing, the whisking of the powder and water into a froth. I held the tea bowl in both hands and drank deep. True green tea tastes like boiled grass. The stuff they sell in the States is always doctored to taste better.
The phone only rang once more. We paid the hostess for our cultural experience after the ceremony was done, and she zipped the yen notes into a small silk purse.
Out in the hallway I could see my tea companion more clearly. The backpack slung over his shoulder made me think he might be a graduate student. His eyes were the same color as his hair, brown and common. He had that everyman, boyish face. The sort of guy who appeared in commercials because everyone identified with them. Only here in Tokyo could he achieve any sort of distinctiveness.
The stiff formality of the tea room remained with us as we walked to the elevator. Once inside, we grew even quieter as we stared up at the numbers, counting the seconds between the ‘ding’.
“That was interesting,” he remarked.
“Yes, it was.”
“The cell tone added a real authentic touch,” he said out of the corner of his mouth. “Especially when it rang the second time.”
We laughed together in the tiny space, poking fun at how we had come expecting a rich and meditative ritual.
“I’m Scott.”
“I’m Jeannie,” I replied, and we passed into the second phase of casual meetings.
The elevator doors slid open. I learned that Scott was studying East Asian religion and wanted to go for a doctorate at the University of Arizona. We were practically neighbors, since I was from California. But even had he come from Omaha, Nebraska, I would have grasped for some other shred of a connection. We were the closest people in the world at that moment.
We walked together through the lobby, and Scott held the glass door open for me. Once again I was thrown out into the clamorous city. A wooden footbridge overlooked the river at the front of the hotel. We slowed there. Paused. A school of fish swarmed below.
I leaned over the rail to peer down at them. “I wonder what kind those are.”
“I think they’re koi,” he said.
“Koi grow that big?”
The murky water was packed with massive gray bodies. I took my disposable Kodak camera from my jacket pocket, very aware that Scott was standing next to me. The wild river koi probably wouldn’t show up from here, though they looked to be a meter long.
My pictures never come out anyway. I took them as a tribute to the moment, for me and no one else. I usually lost them, if I even remembered to get them developed. I never could hang on to pieces of paper.
“So, what are you here for?” he asked as I turned the plastic wheel to advance the film.
“I’m consulting in South Korea. I had to leave the country to get my visa renewed after a month.”
Boring, I was so boring. Scott was traveling to remote parts of the country and studying different religious groups. I was a geeky computer programmer. A road warrior. We were a dime a dozen.
“Collecting another passport stamp is pretty cool too,” I added.
He made a hmm sound.
There was silence as the rush of the wind picked up around us. The niceties were done. At any moment we would have to negotiate the awkwardness of parting, so soon after getting over the awkwardness of hello.
Scott started first. “Well, I have to be somewhere this afternoon, but–”
“Yeah, I’m supposed to check into my hotel at five and meet up with some co-workers later,” I said quickly. The words ‘Nice meeting you’ hovered on my tongue. “It’s a capsule hotel,” I said instead. “Those cubes stacked on top of each other.”
“Really?” Scott’s eyebrows raised a notch. “I heard those can be kind of–”
“Seedy?” I finished for him.
“Salary men stay in them when they’re too wasted to catch the last train home,” he warned.
There was something so futuristic about a capsule hotel. I was dying to stay in one.
“I found one that allowed women. I even called ahead to make a reservation. I’m not quite sure how to get there though.”
The breeze whipped around us as I pulled out my guidebook. Scott leaned in, shielding me from the wind with his shoulders. His head bent close to mine. With my free hand I twisted my hair into a ponytail to keep it from flying into his face.
“It’s walking distance,” he said.
He took hold of the book. I nodded as he pointed to the map, though I really didn’t have any sense of what was where at all. I was horrid with directions when the signs were in English.
“I can show you,” he offered finally.
I wanted to hug him.
He had taken seven years of Taiwanese and spoke it fluently. His Japanese was, according to him, rusty. Only three years there. I learned all this as we edged close to the side of a building for shelter, walking down the street. By the time we reached the intersection I was all but blind, my eyes clamped shut. Contacts and violent gusts of wind did not mix.
Scott took my arm to lead me across the street, and I wish I could say I went warm and fuzzy at his touch, but it was actually awkward. I had only known him for an hour, and most of it was spent listening to a woman in a kimono costume chirping into a phone.
Finally we reached the other side. He let go. “It should be down by the corner. Are you sure about this place?”
“It was in the Lonely Planet.” The travel book was my bible. The only book I had in my possession written in English.
“Worst case, you can stay with me. My roommate is out of town.”
I gave him the eye, or at least tried to through the sting of my contacts. “Thanks, but I think I’ll be okay.”
The sarcasm was feigned. If there was even a hint of creepiness about him, I would have run screaming. This was a genuinely good guy. An all-American, chivalrous Clark Kent.
Of all the tea joints in Tokyo…
We slowed our steps. Pedestrians flowed by on either side of us, all black-haired and golden-skinned. Scott stood a head taller than everyone, while I could blend in and look exactly like one of them. Then again, I couldn’t.
He spoke again when we reached Akasaka station. “So when are you leaving?”
“I’m flying back to Seoul tomorrow afternoon.”
“Any other plans?” he asked.
“Well, there was the tea ceremony.” We both chuckled over that. “Then nothing after tonight. I heard the Tokyo fish market is a must-see.”
The fish market. This was my once-in-a-lifetime chance to visit Tokyo, and I wanted to sleep in a plastic capsule and see dead tuna being auctioned. There were a lot less activities open to you when you traveled alone.
Thankfully Scott didn’t laugh at me. He shifted the backpack over his shoulder, his face thoughtful. His short brown hair fell carelessly over his forehead. I liked that. I still do.
“If you want, we can meet here tomorrow morning and take the train,” he offered.
Then he paused. That pause told me things. There was a slight catch in his breath as he waited for my answer. My heart started pounding.
It wasn’t a date. It was too easy to be a date. We both played it out that way. Casual. Friendly. We agreed to meet at nine before he disappeared up the escalators into the station. I watched him go.
I wasn’t expecting to meet up with Kent and Mari-san for another several hours and it was too early to check in, so I wandered around looking inside shop windows. With Scott gone, I was enclosed in a bubble of silence. I knew about ten phrases in Korean. In Japanese, that number was more like three. I didn’t realize how much I’d miss the chitter-chatter until small talk became impossible.
That was the hardest thing about this consulting job. The people in the office spoke enough English, but every single exchange was hard work. After hours and on weekends, I was left on my own. I had to translate prices in my head, carefully work out each question and strain to hear the answers where only every third word made sense.
Most of the time I didn’t mind being lost and wandering. It made me appreciate what my family must have gone through when they had first come to the U.S. My grandmother was a tiny little bird who barely spoke any English, but she’d go anywhere and do anything.
She was fearless. I could be fearless too.
Shibuya Station
I emerged from the station beneath the glow of three digital screens fixed high overhead. There is a phrase my mother uses: As bright as the day. The neon glare of Shibuya was as bright as the day.
I became nothing but an anonymous speck caught in an onslaught of people coming from all directions. If I didn’t move I’d be trampled underfoot. So the tide dragged me forward while the lights flashed overhead. This was Times Square multiplied. Magnified.
I had this nagging feeling that I should be doing something to make the most of this experience. I should browse or buy or eat. In the end, I didn’t go into a single store on Shibuya Avenue. I let the foot traffic carry me along while I absorbed its energy, taking in every sign, storefront and restaurant. And the crowd. The compelling surge of the crowd.
There were so many images. Billboards and icons and moving lights shouted at me. Everything was in startling colors: red, yellow, electric blue. Maybe this was what advertisers had to do to get anyone’s attention in such a packed and teaming sprawl.
I floated along, feeling cosmopolitan for being here, yet completely clueless at the same time. The details fail me. If anyone asked me for recommendations of where to go and what to do, I’d be at a loss.
All I remember is the crowd and the lights. I remember feeling as if I had been transported into Blade Runner. I stood there, with the heart of Tokyo beating around me, and it was like nothing else in the world.
***
Kent and Mari-san were cheerful when they picked me up. Mari was the vice-president of the Asian division of the software company I was consulting for. Kent was her second in command.
The car had a built-in GPS display in the dash that spoke to us in Japanese. Mari-san laughed at it, her voice ringing child-like.
“The program has three choices for the voice,” Kent explained. “One of them has a Kansai dialect, which is where Mari is from. She finds it funny.”
Mari giggled. “It’s like hearing thick Texas accent.”
I stared at the animated console from the back seat in awe, recalling how Scott and I had navigated the streets with my map flapping in the wind. “GPS would be so useful here.”
The Tokyo nightlife whizzed by under the guidance of the sexy little navigation device. It would be another seven years before I had a GPS unit in my car back home. I had a sense of being a time traveler here. In my Seoul apartment, the appliances all operated on the push of a button, and they talked to me. Of course, they spoke Korean, which led to a lot of extra button pushing and a lot of me swearing back at them in English.
We were going to Mari’s favorite restaurant. Kent looped the car around and managed to slip among the compact cars lined in front. This is where “normal” people lived away from the frenzy of downtown. Inside the restaurant, the glass pane of the sushi bar took up most of the narrow space. The walls were plain, the counters pale. Mari took us front and center and seated me between Kent and her.
She turned to me. “What do you like?”
“Salmon is always my favorite.”
“Is there anything you don’t like?”
“Umm...sea urchin.” To me, it was orange slime that tasted like fish scales.
She laughed her tiny bell-like laugh. “Oh, I love uni.”
Mari ordered the salmon, as well as tuna and octopus and a bunch of other things I couldn’t catch. I loved the way she sounded when she spoke Japanese, so fluid and subtle and melodic. The sushi chef peered at us past thick glasses with black frames, and his face cracked into a smile. He responded to Mari as if he were an old uncle welcoming her home, and then went to work with efficient swipes of his knife.
Fortunately I would eat almost anything—unless it was still squirming. The salmon was buttery and tender and the rice perfect. The tuna was equally fabulous and the octopus....okay, I still didn’t like octopus.
“Oishi!” Mari declared.
The old chef nodded. “Hai. Dozo.”
At some point, Mari told him I was America-jin and he put on his game face, whipping out some prize dishes. He ground fresh wasabi for us to show me how it was naturally sweet. Only after oxidation did it develop the spicy, sinus-clearing kick it was known for. He told us eel was usually eaten broiled, but if fresh enough, it can be enjoyed raw. The chef proudly served us several sashimi slices of eel, just to show us how high quality his restaurant was. He reminded me of my grandfather, who had always shown affection through his cooking.
Kent and Mari had me full and happy before any business was brought up. I’d heard about the Japanese way of doing business. Entertainment was important: dinner, sumo matches, golf. Mari was rumored to be quite a shark at golf. The two of them would invite prospective customers onto the green and always lose by just one or two strokes.
This was how you conducted yourself as a host in an honor culture. You made sure the other party felt comfortable and respected.
And so they pulled out the hard sell. And they did it so gracefully and humbly. An apartment in Seoul, six-figure salary, all expenses paid. The chance of a lifetime. The company needed me, they needed me.
I listened to their offer and didn’t answer right away. I was a neophyte, a kid a few years out of college who just happened to read computer output screens very well.
“I will definitely, definitely think about it,” I said.
Afterwards, I said sayonara to our sushi chef, and they drove me back to the station. I retrieved my travel bag out of the locker and went to the capsule hotel, where I managed to use my three phrases of Japanese to get checked in. The front desk clerk issued me a set of pink flannel pajamas as well as a pair of sandals and assigned me a space on the bottom deck in the women’s area.
The lights were out, so I slipped inside the curtain and fumbled along the wall for a switch. It was really just a plastic box with a curtain over the front, like a great big human cat carrier. The mattress spanned the entire bottom, and a television set was installed in the top corner. I had imagined sort of a 2001 Space Odyssey hibernation pod, but the actual capsule was much roomier. If I hunched my shoulders, I could stand upright.
Quite delighted, I took off my shoes and tucked them near the “door”, along with my bag. Then I changed into the pink pajamas and crouched on the mattress to figure out the remote. Germany was playing Cameroon. The picture quality was a little fuzzy, but it wasn’t bad.
I programmed the alarm on my cell phone and lay back, listening to the low buzz of the World Cup broadcast. There was a special glamour in being here. Four years ago I had never been on an airplane. Now Tokyo executives were feeding me monkfish liver and offering big, shiny jobs. I was twenty-four years old and free to become whatever I wanted.
The opportunity to wander around big cities and bright lights had seemed glamorous when I was just out of college. How else could I afford to spend a weekend in Tokyo just to get a passport stamp? It was these off-the-wall experiences I wanted, not the endless loop of meetings and deadlines and agendas. Not the emotional and physical exhaustion of working seventy-hour weeks and knowing I hadn’t created anything or truly helped anyone.
This was the dotcom era, the Internet boom. Moving fast and going nowhere. The adventure of it was wearing thin. I hadn’t spoken to friends or family back home in weeks. You could only spend so much time with strangers, city after city, until the loneliness sank down to the bone. Until it was with you all the time.
Akasaka Station
I waited at the bottom of the escalator at the train station the next morning at nine a.m. The metro traffic flowed around me while I stood still, like a rock in the middle of a churning river. Everyone had somewhere to be. Suddenly I became worried. I couldn’t remember exactly what Scott looked like. We’d only seen each other for a couple of hours the day before. What if I didn’t recognize him?
Not recognize the oddball Caucasian in the Tokyo metro station?
I laughed at myself as he appeared at the top of the escalator. With his navy blue T-shirt and short, sandy hair, he could have passed for a surfer boy strolling down Venice Beach. He gave me one of those awkward hand waves when he saw me. I took a step closer as the conveyor belt scrolled him down to me.
“So how was the capsule hotel?” he asked.
“Great! There was a TV, and they gave me pink pajamas.”
“Very nice.”
The rest of the station blurred around us as we walked. We picked up the conversation from the day before like it had never stopped. Scott was able to read the Tokyo subway map, a skill I was still struggling with. I followed him dutifully onto the subway car, and we found a place at one end as the doors slid shut.
“Your co-workers found you okay?” he asked.
“They took me out for sushi. Authentic sushi from Tokyo. I can check that off my list.”
He grinned. “You really are living it up.”
I hung on to the metal pole with one hand while he stood by the window. With a slight jerk, the train set in motion. We swayed on our feet as downtown Tokyo rushed by.
I must have missed being able to speak so freely because I gabbed away. “I’d always heard there was some anti-foreigner sentiment in Tokyo, but I haven’t felt it at all.”
“I’ve always found everyone to be really friendly,” Scott said. “Even in remote areas where I was the only Westerner around.”
“How long have you been away from the States?” I asked.
“Over a year.”
A year seemed like forever. I had been away for nearly three months and, as much fun as it was to explore, I was struggling with the loopiest case of homesickness. I missed mac and cheese more than anything. The processed kind from the box.
We got off at the Tsukiji stop, which doesn’t sound anything like that spelling when they announce it over the speakers. Once again I trusted Scott to get us where we needed to go.
The fish market smelled.
It smelled bad. Scott and I stood beside one another as we stared at the empty lot surrounded by closed shops. It looked like a swap meet without any of the expected stalls or vendors. Apparently the entire place was closed for business on Sundays. My Lonely Planet had led me astray.
“Bummer,” I said.
“You want to do something else?” Scott asked.
I beamed at him. The guy was a perpetual optimist. We turned around and jumped back on the train.
Harajuku Station
The street outside looked like a Tokyo version of a Mardi Gras parade. There was a Raggedy Ann in a French maid outfit and a super-thin Goth-looking kid in clunky boots vogueing on the sidewalk in front of us. And that was just the beginning. There were about forty costumed teenagers loitering on both sides of the street, wearing a dramatic assortment of neon wigs and striped stockings, leather and lace. A couple of years later I’d hear about these iconic ‘Harajuku girls’ from Gwen Stefani and see their pictures everywhere.
The style names were off the hook. Gothic Lolita, Visual Kei, Kawaii—a word that means roughly “cute-pretty”. No one resembled anyone else, but there was a definite look about them. I took out my plastic camera and snapped a few more photographs. I figured no one standing dressed like an anime baby doll would mind the attention.
Scott told me about otaku culture as we walked past. An otaku is an obsessive fan of something, like video games or manga. The Harajuku girls were cosplay otaku—costume play geeks.
When we turned the corner, the contrast of what waited there gave me a true sense of the spirit of Tokyo. From the crowded subway we waded through freaky costume geeks to emerge before a towering cypress torii gate: two great pillars with a crosspiece. It loomed at the end of the avenue. A gateway with no doors. To see the top of it I had to bend my neck so far back that I became dizzy.
The shrine inside was more like a forest. The trees rose high to block the sun, and grass carpeted the ground on either side of the path. It was bigger than Central Park. A shaded and secluded area in the middle of Tokyo.
The shrine building was in the center. The roof was curved and laid with gray slate tile. Visitors gathered at the purification fountain outside the entrance. A constant trickle of water flowed from a bamboo pipe into a long stone basin.
Scott explained the purpose of the ritual cleansing, and I followed his lead. We stood side by side as we dipped the wooden ladles into the water to pour over our hands. I looked over at Scott, suddenly stricken by the solid ease of his presence. His fingers were broad beside mine. I liked how he looked in profile. Kind of out of place, kind of not.
I asked him about Shinto as we entered the main courtyard of the shrine. East Asian religions were his area of study, after all.
“The simplest way to explain is to say it’s a religion that worships nature and the universe. There are thousands of spirits.”
The spirits were called kami. But they weren’t gods, Scott explained. Every tree and every rock could be guarded by an unamed spirit. I told him I had been raised Buddhist, but I didn’t feel it was a religion as much as a way of life.
“Shinto is the same. There are Buddhists who are also followers of Shinto. Everything blends together in practice.”
A camphor tree grew in the center of the courtyard. The faint medicinal smell of the leaves floated in the air. In its shade we browsed the wall of prayer tablets, thin wooden rectangles hanging on the wall by a loop of red string. Most of the wishes were written Japanese, but there were a few in English. You could wish for anything from good health to doing well in your exams.
I bought a tablet. Scott looked away as I wrote my wish on it. Western belief: don’t tell your wish or it won’t come true. Eastern belief: write out your desires and display them in a sacred place. This was a shrine where both could be true. Where both were true.
I don’t remember what I wrote. Perhaps I’ll figure it out by the time I finish this story.
We left the shrine to explore the rest of the gardens. I asked Scott to take a picture of me.
“For my Mom,” I explained sheepishly.
“That’s a pretty picture,” he said casually as he handed me back the camera.
I shrugged the compliment away, but inside I glowed. The picture would show me standing by the water with the grass at my feet. There was nothing really special about the shot to set it apart, but I’ll try to remember that it had been captured here with the hidden kamis surrounding me.
The glow continued to hover faintly between us, a little spark that we refused to fan. We found a vending machine, which launched a whole new discussion on the wacky vending items you could find in Japan. This one didn’t carry anything crazier than grass-flavored soda. Something’s lost in translation there, I’m sure. I went for the milk tea.
“I guess I’m sort of an otaku about tea,” he said, dropping two coins into the machine. The can was cold when I took it from his hands. He fished in his pocket for more money. “I find it interesting how it plays out in so many different cultures and all the rituals around it. Which I guess is why I ended up at that ceremony.”
By now, you think I must be bored. This boy is too sweet, an encyclopedia of information, and nothing has happened between us at all. How frustrating that must be, hmm? But it’s not boring to talk like this when no one is trying to impress anyone. Our thoughts were just allowed to happen.
There’s a phrase in Chinese that can’t quite be translated. Yuánfèn. It doesn’t mean destiny, and it doesn’t mean fate. It doesn’t mean love at first sight. It doesn’t mean attraction.
What it describes is that sense of belongingness that can form instantly. It means there’s a force of fate that brings two people to initially meet. There are no promises after that.
What to talk about next? Tea and its significance in India, China, Japan, Russia, England. My younger sister dreamt about opening a tea house that combined a bunch of tea traditions from all over the world. Scott heard about my entire family tree.
“How much longer are you here?” he asked finally.
“My plane leaves at 6 p.m.”
“I meant over here, in Korea.”
Why was he asking that? My heartbeat skipped a couple beats. “Just a couple more weeks, and then I’ll be flying back to L.A. What about you?”
“We’re making another trip to Taiwan. Then I’ll be back in Arizona in September. I have to finish this thesis some time.”
“And then you’ll be a master.” The quip fell short, and I scrambled for something else. “You know, I worked near the campus at Tempe for almost a year. I hated the summers there.”
“Yeah, you already told me that.
“Oh, I’m sorry.”
I sipped my can of milk tea, my train of thought derailed. What had I been thinking?
I’d been thinking California wasn’t all that far from Arizona.
Shinjuku Station
Scott busted out some Japanese to learn how to get to Narita airport by train, and then we ate lunch at a restaurant in the station. He insisted on paying. As Clark Kent would have.
And then there really wasn’t much time left after that.
My feet dragged a little as we went to look up the platform number at the center of the terminal. Then my weekend adventure encountered one final crowning glory.
Scott tugged on my arm gently, gesturing toward the center of the terminal. It was hard to mistake the two large men wearing kimonos walking through the station. Their hair was tied up in the traditional sumo headdress, and they wore sandals on their feet. Sumo wrestlers were huge celebrities in Japan.
I tried to ask as politely as possible if I could take my picture with them. I pointed to my yellow Kodak and said, “Okay?”
The larger one nodded. They each stood on either side of me while Scott got the shot. That picture is one of my favorites. Little me, flanked by two sumo wrestlers in the Shinjuku train station. Another moment flying by, but I managed to catch this one. The photograph is my proof. I’m holding on to it.
I managed to thank the sumos before another tourist ran up and threw their arms up in the air, shouting excitedly, “Sumo!”
A line started forming. Scott and I stepped aside. After being blissfully free of awkward pauses for the entire day, suddenly we were plagued with them.
“Well,” he said.
“I guess it’s time,” I replied.
“Yeah, have a safe trip.”
“Wait. Smile.”
I snap a photo of just him, gaijin standing with his backpack slung over his shoulder. It was the only one I’d thought to get of him.
He hugged me goodbye then, if you could call it a hug. His one arm closed around my shoulders, and he had to lean down because he was so tall and I was so short. It was awkward and wonderful.
This is how you know this part is true. Because if this was fiction, if this was romance, we would have kissed. Just once. His lips would have been warm and all too brief on mine.
“Send me that picture, okay?” he said.
“I will.”
I thanked him for everything and waved goodbye before heading down the tunnel to the Narita express.
My thoughts often return to Shinjuku. To the torii gate. To the wish I can’t remember. Life would be vastly different if I’d taken hold of the opportunities dangled in front of me. I didn’t say better, just different. And I knew it then, in the moment, what I was leaving on the table as I headed back to Seoul. Maybe that was what Tokyo gave me in its sci-fi and historical landscape—that sense of here and now and thereafter, all at once.
I took down Scott’s e-mail address on a scrap of paper, which I stuffed into my pocket. I was supposed to get those pictures developed and then send him an e-mail. We would stay in touch. Of course, of course.
I did develop those pictures much, much later after returning to the States, but I’m a child of the digital age, moving fast.
And I never could hold on to pieces of paper.
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