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      My first days in Tokyo were a multipronged assault on the senses. Its flows and scrambles churned in rhythms that seemed somehow choreographed yet collided with everything I had known or imagined. It was September 1996, and I’d moved into a five-room second-floor flat with three women—two Canadians and an American—who, like me, were all in their early twenties. I realized right from the start that my being there was something of an experiment orchestrated by Sharon, who was one of the Canadians and also the flat’s matriarch. Over the first few weeks there were plenty of not-so-subtle hints that my tenancy would never be more than probationary. Referring to me as “the situation,” Sharon would drop veiled warnings. “Let’s see, for now anyway, how the situation works out, shall we?” Sharon rarely addressed me directly. Instead she lobbed her words at Katrina and Chloe while I, within earshot, fidgeted or scratched the back of my neck. Any breach of Sharon’s rules, I gathered, carried the risk of a kick to the curb.

      I had never seen Sharon before she greeted me at Narita Airport after my flight from Toronto. She and I exchanged four or five businesslike calls in the weeks prior. These were short and to the point since international calls were expensive, and free webmail services like Hotmail and RocketMail, both launched that same year, weren’t widely used yet. At some point she decided I met her criteria and invited me to stay. I accepted in the overly grateful way I was then. But one condition was clear: I could stay only until I found my bearings and a place of my own. “Stay or go,” she said chirpily, searching her purse for the key outside the flat’s entrance. “Yes, stay or go,” she repeated, as if to herself. “One way or the other you’ll pay us for this month’s rent in full plus a share of the utilities.”

      I was given a futon, split down the middle and leaking its fiber fill, as well as worn eggshell-white linens and a pancake-thick pillow. All of this when laid out took up more than half the floor space of my feebly lit four-tatami-mat room at the back of the building.

      The arrangement wasn’t so bad, really. My portion of the rent and utilities was a mere 35,000 yen per month, and the girls would show me the ins and outs of day-to-day living in Tokyo. This included the countless social rules and the shame-snares one could easily stumble into. When, where, and how to put out each type of rubbish (burnable, unburnable, recyclable, oversized, and so forth). Or how not to offend, say, by passing food with your own pair of chopsticks to someone else’s. Katrina, the other Canadian and an on-and-off friend of Sharon, helped me land a part-time job teaching English at an eikaiwa in Ikebukuro, conveniently just two stops away on the Marunouchi Line. They also showed me how to get around the city, which is no easy feat in the jumbled ball of yarn that is Tokyo’s transportation network. During my first couple of weeks, they took me to see some of the sights too, or at least pointed me in the right direction.

      For a while I played up my naiveté around these strong young women. Maybe to appease them. Maybe to appeal to their maternal instincts, which at times they seemed eager to give rein to, even competitively so. That said, I was in many respects genuinely naive, so the innocence I put on wasn’t entirely an act. But whatever tensions lay beneath the surface, our platonic cohabitation worked fairly well. At the end of the day, we respected each other’s space, and this made our cramped dwelling tolerable.

      As a guy I was seldom in their crosshairs anyway. Or much less so than they were in each other’s. Long before I entered the picture, before howling Violet, their menstruation cycles had synced. Chloe, the American, told me that it was an actual thing, which up until then I never knew was possible. To my twenty-two-year-old mind, this seemed to mean that for a few days each month our flat would fill up with a thick hormonal despondency, broken by sudden flare-ups and occasional acrid accusations. The uneasy quiet would then return, with some muttering and eye-rolling, until again a slammed door or sharp remark tore away any sense of calm. It meant I either had to keep my mouth shut and my head down and ride out this monthly turbulence or leave the flat for as long as I could without taking a shower or changing my clothes.

      In 1996 the municipality still lacked records for more than a few Bunkyo tenements. The oatmeal-colored box of flats where we lived was one of them. “Illegal buildings,” Sharon called them. Since they effectively didn’t exist on paper, safety regulations didn’t always apply. Ours predated stricter earthquake standards, and whether it would stand up to a major quake was anyone’s guess. Young foreigners didn’t care much, though. The rents were cheap, and that was enough.

      Jay, an American from upstate New York and the spitting image of Charlie Sheen, lived in another illegal building behind ours, hemmed in by three or four more of different heights and shapes. I would climb out my bedroom window, lower my bare or socked feet onto the corrugated roof of a shack, then take the dozen or so steps up to Jay’s frosted sliding window. He would then invariably pour me a drink. Jay, habitually drunk and always chasing Japanese girls, wasn’t especially likable, but he wasn’t easy to dislike either. If nothing else, he was the only white guy I was on a first-name basis with during those first few weeks in Japan.

      Although advised to shelter in place for the night of Violet, I thought it safer to leave my flatmates to their cramps and interdependent misery. Jay was sipping absinthe from a coffee mug inscribed with DO ME A FAVOR AND STOP TALKING! A gift, I figured, from someone who hoped a joke might succeed where criticism had not. Jay, you see, always had too much to say and too big a mouth to say it with. But he was all right. That night, as I crept across the roof in the restless air, he sat on the floor on the other side of his window, and with no girlfriends around, I knuckle-tapped the glass. He glanced up from the center of a mess of vinyl records in their jackets, spread in a loose circle around him. With a fluttering of fingers, he signaled for me to climb inside.

      Ben Webster was playing, and I plopped myself down on a mauve pouf. The conversation went something like this:

      —You a fan of Ben Webster? Great stuff. Ever heard it before?

      I hadn’t. Though nowadays when I hear Ben Webster’s “I Didn’t Know About You” I think of Jay and that little room of his with the dingy back-alley view.

      —Listen to this, Danno. It’ll knock your socks off.

      He was about to place the needle on the record when he stopped.

      —Not much of a host, am I? First things first.

      Then he raised a charming-looking green bottle of Portuguese absinthe.

      Jay’s patchy five o’clock shadow and the waxy yellow bags under his eyes made him look both intense and drained. He and I lost touch years ago, but I’d say it’s fair to assume he’s no longer among the living unless he quit drinking. That night, of Violet, he tilted the bottle high for me and for himself and the absinthe gurgled into our pilsner glasses. At first it was an alien green, like spearmint mouthwash. He then added ice cubes and it took on an opalescence as it turned the color of dry wheat. I had heard friends talk about absinthe back in Canada. In the 1992 Francis Ford Coppola film I had watched Oldman’s Dracula seduce Ryder’s Mina Harker. The green fairy who lives in the absinthe wants your soul, says the Count. But you are safe with me. This he assures her as she sucks a sugar cube. There was mystery and danger in absinthe, I knew already, and whatever anise, fennel and wormwood were, the fairy tasted sticky sweet.

      Jay was back on the floor.

      —Typhoon coming, he said, slowly sliding a Marvin Gaye record over another. Some call it Violet. Some Osang.

      —I heard that from Sharon. How bad will it get?

      —TV’s saying it’s going to be a whopper. Wind, rain . . . I wouldn’t worry, though. By the time these storms reach Tokyo they’ve usually petered out. Anyway, it’s a good thing tomorrow’s a national holiday.

      It was Sunday, September 22, the night before Autumnal Equinox Day.

      —So you won’t be going out, I guess.

      —Might do. Waiting to hear from a girlie-girl I met at The Mean Fiddler.

      The Mean Fiddler was a basement pub and gaijin hangout in the student area of Takadanobaba, or just “Baba” for the indolent and cool. Katrina waitressed there, so I’d already heard of the place, and Jay went on talking about his night there, and talked and talked as he re-alphabetized his collection—jazz mostly, I noticed, interspersed with surf rock and the odd reggae album. When he was done, as in the very moment he slipped the last of the albums into the cabinet, his phone rang as if it had been timed to.

      —Well, Danno, don’t mean to kick you out, but kick you out I must. Girlie-girl’s on her way over. He stood and straightened his jeans and button-down. I’ll have to weather out the storm with her here. He flashed a wry smile and a Charlie Sheen wink. Or let her ride it out, I should say.

      I thanked him for the drink and climbed back out.

      Behind the buildings it was not as dark as usual; the clouds, coming northwards out of the tropics, whirled past while a pale light suffused the sultriness. In a strong gust I felt forced to lower myself into a crouch. I then scurried down the roof and into my room. I didn’t shut the window. The wind pushed at the building and whistled through secret pipes and cracks. It startled doors and rattled roof tiles, and the clay plaster walls seemed about to crack and crumble.

      I wanted to be outside and alone in it, to be part of it. I stuck my head out and peered straight up. Whether it was the absinthe or the storm, the clouds seemed etched against the purple-black sky. I then closed the window and slipped out of my room the other way. I tiptoed through the flat, careful not to rouse the girls out of their fetal positions and melancholy. I went down the concrete stairs and outside, and I took the communal mamachari out of the alleyway and got on the rusty bicycle and pedaled fast toward Otsuka Station.

      Tree branches were right out of 1940s noir films, jerking and gesticulating as if sentient and deranged. Electric wires bounced maniacally between poles. One had snapped and was dancing above the sidewalk. The air was thick and pungent, and it swirled and tugged with the scent of the sea, blown all the way into Bunkyo-ku. Rain sprayed hard, then would stop, then would spray again.

      I was drenched, and the drink had made me unafraid. Violet was wrathful. Not at me, but for my benefit somehow. There wasn’t another soul on those rain-slick streets. I got off the bike in Otsuka, after crossing the tracks for the Toden Arakawa Line, now called the Tokyo Sakura Tram, and there I stood, by a street of empty izakayas, girls bars, eight-man holes-in-the-wall and pachinko parlors, whose neon lights melted into a sultry bokeh of amethyst and greens and reds behind sheets of rain. I breathed in, and I breathed out. Beneath billboards for Toshiba and Coca-Cola which shuddered in the gales, I raised both arms to the sky.

      I didn’t think about Sharon or the others, how they had taken me under their wing and I had let them. I didn’t think about Jay or the job hunt, or a future I had yet to even come close to imagining. I didn’t think about how I was separating myself from the comforts of my hometown and family, from my life as a typical suburban white kid in Canada, and from the friends I had left. I didn’t look back on that first week in Tokyo and assess it or groan over how bewildering it had been. I didn’t think about the loneliness, or the alcohol in my veins and how warming and enhancing it felt. No one in the whole wide world knew where I was, and I barely knew myself, but I didn’t think about that either. I was fixed in the moment, free and on the cusp, born into something new.

      Tokyo belonged to Violet that night, but it was mine too. Absolute. Pure. Dangerous. Exhilarating. Addictive. It was as if I’d been touched by a magic that briefly makes gods out of wanderers. I decided to stick around.
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