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      Peter’s big move to the other side of Tokyo was part of a last-ditch effort to reinvent himself. For far too long he had felt idle and stale. But now he believed that the stylish, rather upscale neighborhood of Ebisu, where he had come to live, would buoy him up by its sophistication alone. Failure, he thought, was no longer possible. And he took a moment to savor his new surroundings while reclining on his brand-new carmine chaise lounge and grinning at the high ceiling. It was with this move south from Nippori, this act of desperation masquerading as self-assurance and resolve, that Peter did not stop to consider the pitfalls that might lie ahead.

      For a while he had no problem scraping together the rent, which amounted to 180,000 yen per month, or a third of his salary. What soon became scarcely manageable, however, were the peripheral costs. Costs that he had not foreseen, having lived for years on Tokyo’s outskirts, where ingenuity and frugality worked hand in glove. In Nippori, for instance, he had hung his clothes to dry on a pole across his balcony. But in Ebisu, no balcony meant having to pay for dry-cleaning like all his neighbors. Then there was the building maintenance fee, a portion of which went to landscaping: the pruning of five feeble barberry bushes by the back entrance. All tenants also had to pay for the servicing of the elevator, of zero use to Peter since he was on the ground floor.

      He felt a strong need to present himself as a man of style and means, to hide the humble copyeditor that he was. In the thick of chic, he splurged on greige Japandi furniture and elegant suits. Throwing together a meal at home was out of the question if he was to keep up appearances. Even breakfast out was now de rigueur.

      Fortunately, the more pages he edited, the more he got paid. If he worked too fast, though, he would naturally muck up the sentences. If this happened, he would be called out for carelessness or, even worse, accused of churning out slop just to make more money.

      Shoddy construction work—that’s what he likened it to. Second-rate bricks, substandard rebar, and friable mortar, so long as the end result was readable, passable. The façade had to be adequately bedecked, as in plausibly logical by all appearances. Polished enough, anyway, to impress the eye of the non-native writer. And so on and on he worked to fund the life he wanted to project, zipping through technical prose for as many 1,600-yen pages as he could get.

      He worked to indulge other appetites, too.

      Despite Japan’s harsh drug laws, obtaining them was never difficult for those who knew where to look, and Peter had known where to look for years. Whether his substances of choice were legal or illegal, or in some murky in-between territory, mattered less than the fact that he was addicted to them. In Ebisu his addictions ceased being dependencies to feed; they were now an inextricable part of his very being. Half the money he made went to these recreationals, as he referred to them, and also the associated expenses, from nightclubs and premium wines to fine cigars and long taxi rides. And that was to say nothing of all the collateral consequences, like lost commuter passes, busted phones, torn button-ups, viral infections, and chipped incisors.

      To Kanako, Peter’s ex, he had for some time been a listing vessel bound for the bottom. There was no need to jump ship, she figured, since they had never really been onboard together anyway. And after an abrupt farewell she flew off to Argentina for a fresh start of her own.

      Choppy seas, he thought. That’s all it was. He would get through.

      The actual reasons for her leaving had never occurred to him, and yet on some level he sensed he had transformed from a somebody into an it. An it with a constant teeth-gnashing urge to consume, no matter how destructive the intake. An it like Pac-Man, he imagined, chomping away. An insatiability, a devouring—of food, alcohol, drugs, cash—that was the sickness of a desperate soul. Though desperate for what precisely he could not put his finger on. So far as he was clearheaded enough to look over his circumstances, he could see himself alongside a precipice. Yet he suffered from a kind of blindness too, a choice of not seeing his troubles, and allowing himself to go on in a fog of absurd optimism.

      His head had filled up with every manner of idea and scheme, from crackpot and harebrained to feasible and possibly remunerative. He had to, by any means necessary, acquire the funds he needed to go on as this newfangled Peter. None of these ventures were doable without seed money, he realized. And the way he saw it, he had enough money only for one such venture: the purchase and resale of Blue Snaggletooths.

      He had read a magazine article on overlooked collectibles. According to the author, there were fortunes to be had in attics and junk piles, from first-edition comics and rare vinyl records to antique photographs and toys. Among these was Blue Snaggletooth, a 3.75-inch Star Wars figure which, if still with its original blaster gun and in excellent condition, could fetch hundreds of dollars from the right collector.

      And so, seeing a niche opportunity to seize, Peter planned to buy a bunch of these at bid prices on online auction sites like eBay, then resell them at used toy markets in Japan. Since most of the world’s Blue Snaggletooths were in the U.S. and Canada, and thus a rarity in the East, he believed he would be able to get back twice as much as he paid for them.

      Why Blue Snaggletooth? As odd as it might sound, Peter felt a kind of kinship with the creature. Collectors of course chased after such legends as rocket-firing Boba Fett, Yak Face, and Vinyl Cape Jawa, but Blue Snaggletooth was of a different breed. That was to say, he was valuable because he was wrong. Barely distinguishable from the true Zutton, the cantina patron on whom he was loosely modeled, Blue Snaggletooth was too tall, not the right color, and less canine. In short, collectors coveted him precisely because of his peculiarities. He was a misfit, and not one to be easily had.

      There was also something pitiable in this figure’s expression. Its wan face, all-night bloodshot eyes, flared nostrils, and snaggle-toothed grin seemed caught between exhaustion and defiance. Looking at it, Peter felt sympathy and a smidgen of recognition.

      It took weeks to acquire two desk drawers’ worth of Blue Snaggletooths, after having somehow not squandered what little he had left on self-indulgences. And it was then that he developed the habit of running a thumb over their plastic parts. He caressed the muscle bulges and depressions. He gently bent limbs at their swivel joints and twisted the stiff trollish heads. This soothed him, as did standing the figures up on their silver boots and raising their arms into frozen moments of jubilation. More satisfying, majestic even, was to behold them posed as a 104-strong army on the tatami. And to hold one Blue Snaggletooth was to hold them all.

      In drug-fueled dreams he followed the beast through backstreet warrens. Now and then the bounty hunter chased after him, and Peter would wake with a pounding heart. Invariably he went straight to his Blue Snaggletooths and counted them, making sure none had absconded. He examined them for the faintest of blemishes, the tiniest of nicks. Also for the fraudster’s handiwork—paint touch-ups and reproduction limbs and the like, which would put a dent in his investment.

      A lot of dough tied up in a plaything, yes. Yet wasn’t it also true that the more Blue Snaggletooths he possessed, the better off he would be? He would not hold on to them forever. For the time being, he was putting income towards assets, rather than frittering away his cash on vices and entertainments.
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      September 2008. Lehman Brothers filed for bankruptcy protection. The shock rippled outward, slamming into Peter’s employer’s clients. Fewer pages arrived in Peter’s inbox. His earnings dropped and his anxiety rose. He self-medicated more often, ingesting dosages that were more potent. The more he used and the more he drank, the less capable he became of easing the crisis he was helping to build up.

      Amid the Saturday afternoon chaos of Nakano Broadway, he wiped the cold sweat across his forehead. A satchel stuffed with a tangled confusion of Blue Snaggletooths dangled from his shoulder. On the upper floors of the mall, and still smelling of the Showa era, were the Mandarake shops, jam-packed with dolls, masks, miniatures, and unimaginable oddities.

      Peter was disoriented by the swarms of collectors and maniacs, the dust and confined spaces, and the old arcade machines blipping and chirping. He told himself that what must be done must be done, and he pushed on.

      As his frosty sweat glistened beneath quivering LED tubes, he laid a single Blue Snaggletooth before the appraiser. This spindly fellow, twenty-something but shrewd, and wearing soft white gloves, lifted the figure with a forefinger and thumb. His eyes scanned, and blinked too, as if taking snapshots for his prefrontal cortex. Next, he shook his head with a well-practiced doubtful look. On one of Peter’s better days, he would have recognized the performance for what it was. Instead, he reached for another, certain the first had an anomaly that he had failed to catch. He didn’t pull one out yet, though. The appraiser had seen Peter’s hand go for the satchel flap and suspected he was about to take back this rare item. So he turned on a magnifying lamp and studied the Blue Snaggletooth again. He then explained he would have to consult his superior in the back, and he slipped behind the canvas divider.

      When he returned, he gave Peter a vulpine grin and proffered a strip of yellow paper with ¥12,000 in marker ink on it. This was half of what Peter had paid for it, but he wasn’t about to blow raspberries yet. He reminded himself that he would need all the cash he could get. And so he contained himself and silenced the bells going off at the thought he might’ve been ripped off when he bought the thing.

      He took out another, the very first Blue Snaggletooth he had ever touched. Then, with a silly ta-dah! look on his face, set it down for the appraiser with full confidence it was worth more than the other.

      A new slip, folded this time, came from behind the divider. Peter opened it, read ¥11,500. Five hundred yen less? How could this be? The shiny blue figure was as untarnished, as perfect, as it had been on the day it was molded.

      He yanked out the next one. It had an eyelash-long scratch across its calf. He stared down at it, the flesh around the imperfection seeming to tremble, seeming about to ooze pus. A wound by no fault of this splendid alien.

      Now it was Peter who was shaking his head. He dumped out the rest of them, so that the calf-scarred item was in an instant covered by an entangled mound of configurations.

      If Peter had not been so desperate to regain at least some of the money he had spent, he might have noticed the appraiser’s crafty grin tightening over the windfall at his fingertips. Blue Snaggletooths, after all, were a coveted rarity in the Far East. And the appraiser, no doubt, was already ticking through clients who would be eager to get their hands on one.

      The problem, for Peter anyway, was that there were now more than one hundred Blue Snaggletooths on offer. And finding homes for them all would, in the words of the appraiser, take months or years, if not decades. What’s more, he said, with such a glut of Blue Snaggletooths, the domestic market was in danger of becoming saturated. Taking these risks into account, Mandarake could do nothing other than buy the whole lot at a bargain-basement price.

      The final, non-negotiable offer was tendered: 12,000 yen for the first Blue Snaggletooth, 11,500 yen for the second, and 8,000 yen for each that remained.
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      Peter threw up in an alley behind the mall. His gut felt hollowed out and his larynx in a vise. If only he had realized that one last Blue Snaggletooth remained in the furrow of his satchel, he might not have felt so dispirited. Also on the positive side was that he now had enough to survive in Ebisu for at least another three weeks. He resolved to consume less and prepare the occasional meal at home.

      A week after the sell-off, the satchel, which had since rested upright against the genkan wall, fell over of its own accord, and that last Blue Snaggletooth was hurled out. It landed in a semi-fetal position on a tile between Peter’s burgundy cap toe shoes.

      For two more days this lone Blue Snaggletooth went unnoticed. Meanwhile, Peter was suffering from the swelling awareness that everything which had been could no longer be. This life of his simply was no longer sustainable, if it ever had been, and a precipice was nigh.

      The missing Blue Snaggletooth, when he did see it lying there, made his eyes glassy. He reached down and, with an exquisite smile, lifted the toy and straightened it out of its 12:40 angle. He found the blaster later, in a shoe, and put it in Blue Snaggletooth’s hand. Then he took down an empty cedar wine box from the top of his refrigerator and slid open the panel. Inside was a nest of fake straw, onto which Peter laid this last blue-suited beast.

      Peter had read somewhere that Snivvians, the race Blue Snaggletooth belonged to, were native to the planet Cadomai Prime. Winters were long and harsh, which was why Snivvians spent so much time in underground caverns, where they devoted themselves to artistic pursuits. Others, though, had left this world of ice and tundra, and had become bounty hunters in far-off systems.
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