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      I got the tattoo at the Chronocos Parlor in LA, a month before my big move to Japan. That whole weekend was an early farewell party, and I was riding high—ego rockets fueled by attention and envy. And some cerise concoction with Casa Dragones.

      The tattoo felt right.

      When the time came to leave Menifee, those two little ideograms would symbolize my independence. A reminder, too, that if I wanted to do something with my life, I would never go back to that yawn of a town.

      The tattoo was still healing when I googled “blondes working in Japan troubles” and found a forum thread where Honey Kitty and Route246 were going at it in the comments. Honey Kitty warned that if you’re blonde and “hottie hot,” you “totally have to dye your hair” before moving to Japan. Otherwise, she’d written, you’ll “get gawked” and “get yourself fondled on trains.”

      Route246 disagreed. Hair color didn’t matter, she said. “Guys aren’t that selective.” And while dyeing is fine and all, the “worst horny pervert guys” will basically leave you alone if you have an “OL vibe.”

      Honey Kitty gave that a big thumbs-up.

      I decided I wasn’t going to turn myself into a brunette to repel deviants. Standing out isn’t that bad, right? And besides, if push came to grope, I could always dye it in Tokyo. But what Honey Kitty and Route246 made me realize was that I needed to look more professional, less Barbie. So off to the hairdresser I went to trade in my long curls for a layered shag, which turned out more like a graduated bob. Sitting in the salon, checking my new style in the mirror, I assured myself this is how an inspired designer should look. I was also relieved it still covered my tattoo, even if just barely.

      The following week, I left Menifee for Japan, where right away I started a one-year contract with Sanotsu. I worked at their head office, in Tokyo’s Nishi-Shinbashi district. My job—or how it was described to me—was to create sophisticated designs in collaboration with the marketing and product development teams for packaging that imparts a from-the-box experience. As rich as that may sound, all I really did was help senior staff design Zen-simple boxes under a no-brand branding strategy at a retail company that, like Muji, took a minimalist approach to pretty much everything.

      Sanotsu was beefing up its glocalization efforts and had hired two Europeans, a Malaysian, an Argentinian, and me to boost its diversity numbers, so somebody had told me. My guess is they really wanted and needed foreign input. At the end of the day, though, our ideas, no matter how intrigued management looked when hearing us out, were dropped and forgotten. I kept my chin up, nonetheless. Sure, my creative genius and phenomenal talents had yet to be tapped, but I was at least learning a trick or two of the trade.

      Then there was that bitch, Catalina. Cat, we called her. The Argentinian. She was first to spot my tattoo. I remember her voice, thin and squeaky. “Emily, did you have that done here?” she asked, and I thought she was asking about my hair. I whisked my bangs aside, told her I’d had it done in California.

      “No, I mean your tatuaje, sweetie.”

      “My what?” I asked faux-naïf-like. Like I didn’t have a clue what was back there. I’m sure I was reddening, though. My secret had been exposed. I felt a loathing for my hairdresser, who had cut my hair too short after all. If I twisted my head with any speed, the characters would flash out.

      I decided to give indifference a go.

      “Oh, yeah, that. Yeah, I got it back home.” I then shot Cat a cool smile and turned my head, slowly, so that I was again facing my computer monitor, praying she’d leave me alone.

      It’s not that I hated my tattoo. Not yet, anyway. I just didn’t think flashing it around the office was appropriate. What’s more, I had read in a few places that Japanese associated tattoos with yakuza gangsters. I’d even read that non-thugs with tattoos were forced to cover them up with bandages or makeup at water slide parks and onsens or wherever.

      “What does it mean, Emily?” Cat persisted.

      I stiffened. “Freedom.”

      Short. Final. That should have ended it. But it didn’t.

      Jiro had been listening. Of course he was. Jiro, who twirled his pen so much you’d think it was his job. He was also scribbling something on a piece of foolscap while holding in a laugh.

      “Something funny, Jiro?” Cat said, hands on her hips.

      I slipped away to the restroom, but when I walked past I heard Jiro whisper “free.”

      In the restroom, I consulted my reflection. Okay, Emily, Jiro saw it too, then. But so what? It’s not like you’ve done something wrong. No rules broken. Just forget it.

      Jiro had jotted down four kanji characters. Peering down at them were Cat and the Danish designer, Frederik, back from a late lunch. When Cat saw me returning to my desk, she looked over her shoulder with an unnerving mix of pity and disbelief.

      “Oh, Emily, somebody made a terrible mistake.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief, thinking they’d forgotten about my tattoo. Then panic hit. Had I screwed up a design?

      “A mistake? Are you sure? Not our team’s, I hope.”

      “No, dear—your tatuaje,” she said, Jiro and Frederik smirking behind her. “It means… free. Do you know that?”

      Of course that’s what my tattoo meant: free. So what was with all the gawking?

      Jiro cleared his throat and took the reins. “I’m sorry, Emily.” His face slackened into the same dumb expression he used for staff meetings. “But let me explain.” He slid the foolscap over. “See these two characters?” I saw 無料, the same twenty-two strokes on my neck.

      Frederik bent toward me and then spurted, “It reads muryou, which means free.” He beamed. “As in free of charge.”

      What came out of him next was a roll of squawky laughter. As he glanced between Cat and Jiro, they started laughing too. My face twisted up. There had to be more than one meaning, I thought. That’s how kanji worked, I told myself. English too, right? Like free, which has at least three meanings. I had picked the characters myself, the same afternoon I got the tattoo, straight out of an online Japanese dictionary.

      I couldn’t hide my mortification as dread set in. Cat came closer and picked up the piece of paper. “Emily, you poor, poor girl. Look here.” She pointed at the two-kanji compound below the pair Jiro had just underscored with his finger. The two Cat showed me, 自由, resembled the stack of old boxes at the back of our office. “It says, jiyuu. You must have wanted these ones, no? Ji-yuu.”

      My heart pounded under my tongue. I swallowed hard.

      “This meaning . . . here,” Jiro went on, pointing at the box-like duo, and with the air of a condescending language instructor, “is free. Like unrestricted or . . .” He plucked the foolscap from Cat’s fingers and penciled 独立 below the other couplets. “Or this, dokuritsu, as in independent?”

      They waited for me to say something. My hands, frozen at my sides, resisted the urge to reach back and cover what felt like a gaping hole. “Oh,” is all I could say, and it might have come out like “Oh, thanks a bunch for letting me know,” but it was probably more like “Oh, what a complete jackass I am.” I turned my burning face back to the monitor, careful not to let my hair sway.
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      I got back to Koishikawa and my apartment before seven. Still burning with humiliation, I chucked my purse at the fake wood vinyl flooring and yanked open the fridge. A bag of bean sprouts, carrot juice, lemon juice, packets of karashi, sesame sauce… I already knew what was there. The truth is, I wanted to indulge in self-pity, so I stood glaring at those few meager items. They were proof of my stupidity, and signified how useless I was in my professional life and my personal life.

      The fridge door closed on its own as I went over to the plastic bathroom vanity to sulk. I lifted my hair, twisted my neck, and scowled at the tattoo reflecting at me. Hair extensions, makeup, and bandages dashed through my mind. Or silk scarves? No, that would turn me into a stupid prude. A last resort, anyway. Truly, truly, though, shame on me! Seriously, WTF was I thinking in LA? That I’d impress the Japanese by having their language seared into me? That this would magically link me to a culture I knew zilch about?

      Covering it up wouldn’t cut it. I’d feel it there always, anxious somebody might catch sight of it. My heart cried out for me to get rid of it. Get rid of it, you absolute idiot. What were you thinking?

      I let my hair fall back to my shoulders and went for my phone, which was in my purse on the floor. I searched for “home tattoo removal” and sifted through loads of results. Hydrogen peroxide, glycolic acid, salt, lemon juice, salicylic acid by way of wart remover, trichloroacetic acid, lasers, dermabrasion, pumice stones… Different types of acids and lasers kept popping up, and I cringed at the mental image of burning my skin off with chemicals, and of course I didn’t have a laser handy. Salt and lemon juice, then? I had both but wasn’t so dumb that I’d believe their combination alone could erase a tattoo. Then again, what if I used a pumice stone to rub in the lemon salt? But no pumice stone. I went to the tatami room, where my futon was folded below the window, and I rifled through my dresser drawers for anything coarse. The corner store might offer a more humane method, but this couldn’t wait. I had to get it off me, like it was a poisonous tick.

      The drawer knobs had screws with helical ridges. I unscrewed one and held it up. Then another idea struck and the knob rolled off my fingers.

      The day I moved in, I bought heaps of cooking and cleaning supplies, including a set of steel wool pads. In the kitchen-living space, I tore the package open, and the pads leapt out like bristly rodents. One landed on the counter, and I grabbed it and then the lemon-shaped bottle of lemon juice from the fridge. I took the saltshaker from on top of the gas range, then went back to the vanity. Then after twisting the cap off the lemon juice bottle, I got to work.

      I gripped the steel wool tight, added salt—maybe to disinfect the filaments—then pressed it to my neck.

      Once I got going, working fast to scrape 無料 out of my flesh, my adrenaline and a furious determination cut off the pain. Part of me feared chickening out before I could finish. I had to scrub harder—more pressure, faster. When I tasted blood, from biting the sides of my tongue, I scrubbed on.

      Then the pain came. Like a million razor slits all at once. And a burning down my spine. I remember my shoulders jerking, too. Still, the voice inside shouted at me to go deeper.

      My hand was hot. I could smell the steel wool and the penny-like odor of blood. It dripped warm and sticky over my knuckles. My wrist ached, so I switched from downward strokes to both ways, in a final assault. Then horror at the thought of digging into my cervical vertebrae, of crippling myself.

      I stopped.

      Hunched over and stiff, it took a few minutes for my muscles to loosen and my shoulders to settle. Because the pain was excruciating when I turned my head, I had to twist my whole upper body to check the damage in the mirror.

      Two trails of dark blood ran under my blouse’s collar. No, it wasn’t like ground meat. More like serious road rash. I couldn’t tell if the tattoo was still there, under the blood and damage. On a mad impulse, I squirted lemon juice at the mess. For good measure, you know? Then shrieked for the first time ever.

      I’m not into self-harm, understand. I just loathed myself. For the tattoo. For not thriving on my own. For all the loneliness I’d taken on. And so the tattoo had to go, even if that meant slicing it off with a paring knife.

      I slowly lifted off my bloody top, then with a little water dabbed at my neck. After that I stuck on a square bandage, which gave me some relief, since it kept the air off the nerves. Turning hurt like hell, with lashing pain. To nod was unthinkable. For a while, I would have to face forward only, and use eyebrow signals more. But right now I needed a drink, and food. A drink first, though. So I put on a fresh shirt and maroon cardigan, grabbed my purse, and headed out.
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      Baru Burisu was a back-alley second-floor bar in Otsuka. Most customers drank sake or shochu, but I went there for the tantakatan. This shiso liquor, with some crushed ice and a pickled plum, was my happy drink back then. As for Burisu, it had eight stools and four tables, and the backbar was backlit a fiery orange, to give a blissful (burisu-ful) glow to the bottles.

      By my fourth tantakatan the alcohol was melting away some of the pain, and a giddiness was taking hold. I still felt reckless, but not morbidly like before. Another customer walked in. He had the face of a boy, and gave the impression he was lost. I didn’t know then that he always looked that way, and God knows how I appeared to him. The bartender’s eyes lifted off his phone, and a flurry of catching up followed, so it was clear they knew each other.

      The boy picked the stool two down from me. Maybe he hadn’t noticed me yet, I don’t know. My neck had me facing forward, so to glimpse around I had to twist on my stool. But out of the corner of my eye I could see his black bangs, meticulously parted in two places, for an intentionally unkempt look. He was tall. He wore a brown denim jacket over a paisley button-down, which was untucked over pre-distressed blue jeans.

      My self-loathing had taken a backseat to my tantaka-buzz. I had an itch to chat. A whiskey neat was set down, and then the boy and bartender’s talk fizzled. The boy turned to me and with a cool kampai raised his glass. Back straight, face forward, I rotated with my stool.

      “Kampai,” I cheered back, lifting my glass robotically.

      “Ah, you speak Japanese.” He said this not with that false exuberance some J-guys use when they’re nervous around a white girl. “Australia?” he asked.

      “American. California. I’m working here, though. For eleven more months.”

      “Donna shigoto?” he asked, to test my Japanese.

      “I’m a designer.” My Japanese was horrible and I’d suffered enough humiliation for one day.

      “Web? Or clothing?”

      “Cardboard boxes, actually.” I couldn’t shrug without groaning so I swayed my knees back and forth instead. As I started to turn back, I froze when he leaned in close. “Can I tell you a personal thing?” he said softly. I searched his eyes, trying to read where this was heading, and saw a hint of concern.

      “I s’pose.”

      “I’ve met sad women before. You have the same eyes. Can I ask what’s made you like that?”

      The Japanese can go to great lengths to stay out of each other’s business. Getting personal with a stranger is usually out of bounds. So his question startled me. Who did he think he was, pointing out how unhappy I looked?

      Truth be told, though, he seemed genuinely worried. Not smug at all.

      “So, then, how awful do I look?” I pictured my tantakatan flush and rigid neck and rigor mortis.

      “If you don’t want to say, then I’m sorry for asking.”

      “No, no. It’s fine.” I felt a blooming urge to spill my guts. To tell him about the tattoo and my insane attempt to remove it. About the self-consciousness eating away at me since I’d left the States.

      I ordered my fifth tantakatan.

      “What do you do?” I asked. “And where’d you learn such good English?”

      “Ah, I learned in Chicago. It’s not good, my English. I forget words every day. Before, in Chicago, I studied hard. Then I came back, here, for university.”

      “Interesting. I’ve never been to Chicago. You’re from Tokyo?”

      “From Kumamoto. Do you know?”

      “Kyushu, right?”

      “Yeah, a small town. Tamano.”

      “I’m from a small town too.”

      That’s basically how the conversation went. Little more than small talk. And it would’ve kept going on like that if I didn’t slip and say, “You never answered my question.”

      Not missing a beat he countered with, “You never answered mine.” Then he said, “Wait—what was your question? Sorry.”

      “Um, your job,” I said, “What is it that you do?”

      “Ah, I studied engineering. Mechanical. I have not joined a company yet.”

      “Oh, so you don’t work? In your field, I mean.”

      “I work. Yes, different work. Do you know ikemeso danshi?”

      I had never heard of it.

      “Hmm. Sounds familiar. Remind me.”

      “It’s a… How do you say… Handsome weeping boy?”

      He slyly checked if the bartender had heard, but the bartender was lost in his phone, over by the register.

      “A what?”

      “I am a handsome weeping boy.”

      After he said that he began to crumple. My fault no doubt. All of me was like What? I leaned forward a touch, to let him know I wasn’t about to back away.

      “Sorry, I don’t know what that means. It’s your job? Weeping?”

      “That’s it. You understand. I don’t tell people. If I do, they laugh. They give me the same face as you.” He smiled.

      “Sorry, I don’t quite understand still. What kind of job is that?”

      “It’s, a friend job. Like that. Customers—sometimes businesses—call my company. Then I pay a visit.”

      “And then?”

      “As you can imagine. Some of them want a movie. To make them cry. Or we look at pictures of their lives before, or loved ones gone.”

      At this point I began to wonder if the boy was nuts. If someone in Menifee told me they were a handsome weeping boy, I would have walked away that instant. But in Tokyo you come to expect surprises. They wait around its countless corners. Besides, Japanese can’t pull legs well, and this guy’s aura was sincere. I kept a straight face.

      “When they cry, I go to them. I wipe their tears if they want.”

      “Oh, okay.” I acted like he was describing a nurse’s job.

      “You see, we Japanese cry without shame. Where you’re from, people tend not to cry in the company of strangers, and rarely in public, right?”

      “We don’t all that much, no. Well, at funerals we do. Movie theaters, which are dark. But not, like, randomly everywhere.” He gave a sympathetic look, and that’s when it struck me. “Wait a sec, you’re telling me people hire you to make them weep?”

      “Uh huh. They’re sad already. They just need help getting it out. For a little, at least.”

      “And you weep with them? Shoulder to shoulder or something?”

      “It’s their weeping I’m hired for. I’m sure you know, but one-third of us live alone. The number in Tokyo is higher. Release is what they want. I’m meant to be… How do you say? A catalyst for catharsis.”

      I was still skeptical. Was this weeping a prelude to sex? Part of a broader fee-for-service arrangement? To purge the tears of shame beforehand so you could simply get on with your life afterwards? Maybe “handsome weeping boy” was a euphemism for “special delivery masseur.”

      “Eight thousand yen for one hour. For two, twelve thousand.”

      “Whoa, two hours? Some customers are tough to crack, eh?”

      A shy grin curled his lips. He sipped his whiskey.

      “You are confused about ‘handsome’ in my job title, aren’t you?”

      “A bit, I admit. Like, if all you do is make people cry, why don’t they hire someone who’s not so good looking.” This hadn’t come out as I intended it to.

      He nodded and laughed. “Okay, I’ll suggest that to my employer. Hire an ugly weeping boy, of course. It isn’t that I make people cry, though. I help them let go on their own. That’s all.”

      “That’s all, huh?”

      “Yes. And it could be, I hope, that they’re happier after. Or less sad, in any case.”

      “And the movies?”

      “Not every time. Some cry the second I ring the doorbell. They’re ready, you know? Then again, others need to watch something first. A sick animal or a cancer orphan.”

      “Jesus Christ.”

      “Pardon me?”

      “I mean, wow—I can’t imagine ever having to bawl, you know, that critically. Like, so badly you need to watch that sort of stuff. And pay for it, no less.”

      “Would you like to give it a try?”

      I didn’t answer straight away. I turned my body and a sharp stinging ran down the back of my neck. I stared at the bottles. Their labels and colors were blurring. I pictured my tattoo. That stupid blue tattoo. And under my breath I translated those little characters.

      The handsome weeping boy leaned toward me again.

      “Free, did you say? Yes, don’t worry. No charge. I’m not working right now.”

      “So what do I have to do?”

      “That’s up to you,” he said gently. “You’re ready, I believe.”

      The offer—the offer alone—flicked a switch. My lower lip quivered. A warmth swelled below my eyes as my heart thumped. Baru Burisu felt warmer, too. I let out a long breath, and the boy slowly rippled out of focus. The first drops spattered my wrist. Then my cheeks were cool streams, and the ember in my flesh beat less. There was no shame in it.
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      There was a scar when my neck healed up. A soft arc of shiny pink. And for the record, not all of it was gone. From 無料, the 斗 was still there, and I’m fine with it. A roommate in the gaijin house I moved into told me 斗 means Big Dipper. It’s strange how a symbol—or anything, really—can lose a piece and become something else entirely.

      As for the handsome weeping boy, I haven’t seen him in ages. I’m not a regular at Baru Burisu anymore—it’s a ways away from where I live. I was in my old neighborhood recently, though, and stopped in for the shiso liquor I used to love. I asked the bartender if he’d seen him, but I never knew his name, and he wasn’t sure who I meant. He said he had a hunch. If he was right, the boy had taken a job at a plant in Nagoya. I tell myself I’ll go. I haven’t yet.
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