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Facts About Japan

ElEna MEgalos

fiction 

SAY IT, LIZ: You’re moving to Tokyo tomorrow. 
I’m moving to Tokyo tomorrow. 

ANOTHER FRIDAY NIGHT. I’m on a mauve couch between 
people I don’t know, the party guests who hover near snacks 
because brie is easier than strangers. There are three of us, one 
for each cushion: a blond with bangs and a man with glasses and 
me with an empty stomach. I should probably eat something. I 
got here late and didn’t have dinner and you bet I’m planning 
to drink tonight. Speakers croon and the room throbs with 
chit-chat. The table is spread with grown-up snacks: olives and 
crackers and four kinds of cheese. There’s a platter of cupcakes, 
each frosted with a letter. Together they spell H PPY BIRTHD Y 
LILLY in mediocre handwriting. Someone at this party favors 
the letter A, probably an Anne or an Alex with cavities. There’s a 
cat lurking by the asparagus fern, a calico eyeing the food. The 
man in glasses is eyeing the calico. His mouth is making kissing-
sucking sounds; his fingers are making come-hither motions. 

I make myself a sandwich, cracker-Gouda-cracker. I’m not 
shy like my couchmates; I’m just lining my stomach. The truth 
is, I’m good at talking to strangers at parties. I’m even better 
when I sense a mutual interest. I chew and swallow and tap the 
man on his green-flanneled shoulder. “In Japan,” I tell him, 
“there are cafés where you can rent cats by the hour.” 

“What?”
This is a fact. Not one I know from experience—I’ve never 

been there—but something I’m proud to know and share. I’m 
proud of all my facts. I’ve got notebooks of them. Notebooks. 

I cut some Gouda for sandwich number two. 
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“I like to think of cat cafés as happiness accommodations,” I 
continue. My new friend doesn’t know, but I’ve perfected this 
wording over many deliveries at many parties. I am pleased with 
this phrase: “happiness accommodations.” I think it really hums. 

“I don’t follow,” he says. 
I use my best explaining voice to tell him that cat cafés are big 

in the land of the rising sun. They’re perfect for lonely people 
in superluxe buildings that don’t allow pets. For six-figure 
salarymen without time for companions, fur or no fur. Instead 
of committing, they can visit their local cat café. They can order 
tea and sliced cake and a small mammal to stroke. They can 
pretend it’s true love. 

Is that something or what?
“Creepy,” he says. 
And here I thought I was making a friend. 

GOD, I LOVE the Japanese. Here’s something else they do. 
At the beginning of a new year, they set goals for themselves. 
They use Daruma dolls to do it. Round hollow heads with no 
bodies or limbs. Daruma are red and grapefruit-sized, with 
furious eyebrows and blank white eyes. You set a goal and you 
color one pupil. When you’ve reached said goal, you color the other.

A Daruma guilt-trips you when you’re not cutting it. It’s hard 
to go easy on yourself when there’s a severed head giving you 
the stink eye.

I wish I knew where to buy one in New York. Still. I have set 
a goal. A simple goal; the one I set at most parties. I won’t go 
home. (Say it, Liz: you won’t go home.) I’ll make a friend. I’ll 
leave this party with someone who knows tonight’s my last night. 
Someone proud to be a bon-voyage fuck.

Next stop, Tokyo.  

THIS APARTMENT IS in Greenpoint. It’s one of those units 
with a spanking-new kitchen and a floor-to-ceiling window. 
There’s a view of the river and the cars on the bridge: queues of 
electric beetles, scuttling toward land. 
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I forgot to pick up wine but the other guests have been 
generous. The kitchen counter is covered with bottles. Vodka, 
whiskey, wine—you name it. In the birthday girl’s cabinets, 
there’s only one cup left and it’s a cow-spotted coffee mug with 
a cracked rim that will slice my lip no problem. I remind myself 
that this is what happens when you’re too tardy for the good 
cups. This is what happens when you live with your mom. A 
mom who picks fights when you leave. 

I pour myself some Malbec. The mug’s not so bad. It holds 
more than those espresso cups. And the good cups the punctual 
people snagged are as ugly as mine. I spy six others drinking 
from bovine ceramics. Looks like Lilly has a favorite animal! A 
pretty Asian woman—maybe she’s Japanese?—has a mug with 
three-dimensional udders that jut from the bottom, tripod-style. 
This cheers me up. 

The person next to her also has a cow on his mug. He’s tall 
with his back turned. His jacket looks familiar. When he swivels 
I start because he’s Dan. 

I finish my wine quickly and pour another glass. I breathe 
deep and remember a fact I learned today at the bookstore where 
I work: how to say I-am-going in Japanese. Ee-kee-mahss. I slip 
down the hall and into a room where Dan is not. Two standing 
men and two standing women are passing a joint. A fifth guest 
is sitting on a futon in the corner with his eyes closed. Bingo. He 
might be asleep but he’s worth a shot because one, he’s alone, 
and two, he’s wearing an earthquake-relief shirt printed with—I 
don’t believe it I don’t believe it—the Japanese flag. A circle-
shaped heart on a sleeve.

I join him on the cushion, sloshing my wine. His eyelids pull 
open like slow-drawn shades. Black pupils, pink whites. 

“That’s some shirt,” I say. 
It’s a shame I’ve found him in this state. If he were more 

alert, he might return the compliment. He might notice what a 
nice blouse I’ve chosen for tonight’s party and how great I look 
even though I spent the ride over crying on three subway lines. 
It’s my mom’s old top, real-deal vintage, from when she was 
twenty-three like me. Petite and pretty. A better body. 

Facts About Japan
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The thing about this shirt is it has tons and tons of tiny shell-
shaped buttons. A vertical strand runs the length of its back. 
It’s a shirt that takes two people to fasten: a teamwork shirt. 
Tonight I buttoned most of it myself. I didn’t ask for Mom’s 
help before slamming the door. She was on the couch where she 
sleeps these days. Where she’s closer to the bathroom, across 
from the television. Where she can take her pills and watch her 
shows. Where she can watch me leave and shout as I go: Take! 
Take! You’re a selfish girl, Elizabeth. 

I reach behind and prod the buttons like they’re unseen 
moles. Four are still unfastened, but I can’t reach them. They’re 
in that blind spot that drives me crazy in sunscreen season. 

“I need help,” I say. 
The guy on the futon blinks.  
“Will you come to the bathroom with me?” 
I want to be alone with him. Someone in a beret has just 

joined the pot huddle. This room is too crowded. Dan could 
walk in any minute. 

I’m sensing hesitation. “It won’t take long,” I promise. 
“Just a favor.”

The bathroom down the hall is teeny, but the light’s more 
flattering than I expected. The toilet is pink, with a potpourri 
seashell on top. I lower the lid and sit. I cross my legs real 
casual so the guy in the Japan shirt can see that alluring 
shadow at my crotch. 

“So guess what,” I say. 
“What?” 
I wish he looked more excited to be here. Maybe he’s nervous 

because I’m sitting on the toilet. Maybe he’s worried I’ll up and 
change my tampon. 

“In Japan, the toilets are bananas,” I say. “They’re called 
Totos, but maybe you knew that. They have panels of buttons on 
the sides that you can press to play music or project streams of 
water or blow hot air.”

I’m trying to gauge if this is working. It’s worked before. Trust 
me, some friends I make at parties get really excited when I talk 
about Totos and how well they clean assholes. This guy looks 
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like he’s on the verge of seeing himself out, so I switch back to 
I-need-a-favor mode. Japanese super-toilets. Buttons. Buttons, 
that reminds me. 

“My shirt,” I say. “I can’t reach. I need a hand.” 
I stand up and lift my hair. I turn around so he can address my 

button dilemma. He fastens them scary fast and it’s over. Like. That.
“Is that all?” he asks. 
Is that all? If this guy only knew all the facts in this head. 

If he only knew that I’ve memorized the Tokyo Metro. That I 
know the Tsukiji Fish Auction record (seven hundred grand for 
that bluefin tuna last January). If he only knew I can order off 
a menu in perfect Japanese. We’re not talking noodles here. 
We’re talking seafood this guy’s never heard of. Plates blooming 
with tentacles. Complicated stuff.

“I’m moving to Tokyo tomorrow,” I lie. 
“Yeah?” 
“I’d love some advice,” I say. “What should I do?” I nod at his 

chest, eyeing that red circle like a teased bull. 
“I don’t know. I haven’t thought about it.”
“Sure you have.” I move close and finger-trace the sun real slow.
“What, this?” He steps back and takes the shirt in his thumbs. The 

circle collapses into something oblong. “This is my roommate’s."
“Oh.”
“I should go.”  
“That shirt is misleading.”
He clicks the door shut. 

KNOCKS A MINUTE later. Two girls with shiny lips and 
vanilla perfume are at the bathroom door. They look too young 
to be here; they must be little sisters. They’re wearing low, easy 
tops that have nothing on me and my hundred vintage buttons.

“Hi! We need to go?” These girls look squirrely and secretive, 
like maybe they’ve got coke. 

I should ask if they’ll share. 
“I’m leaving. All yours.”
They’re probably still in college, these girls. They probably 

have all kinds of plans. 

Facts About Japan



arroyo   |   15

I WANT A refill. 
The cupcakes are a hit. The birthday girl’s name has been 

shortened to ILL. The cheese is all rind. The man in glasses is nowhere 
to be seen. The calico cat’s missing, too. Maybe they’re together. 

I pour myself more wine and walk to the window to look and 
wait. My insides should be warmer. My bones should be looser. 

IN JAPAN YOU can hire actors to play the people in your life. 
There are companies that organize it. You can hire a pretend 
date to your high school reunion. You can hire a phony business 
partner. You can discuss your divorce with a counterfeit parent. 

I read an article about this blind man in Tokyo. He’d had a 
shitty life; he’d been teased, ignored. He hired an elderly actor to 
play his father. They sat down for shabu shabu. The actor listened 
to him say everything he’d kept inside. The actor told him that 
he loved him and was proud of him. The blind man said he’d 
use the service again. 

MY MUG IS empty. Someone finished my wine. 
Who knows how long I’ve been standing here. I guess I got 

lost in my fact. I turn from the window and Dan’s right next to 
me. It’s been four months since I last saw Dan. We were never 
supposed to be a real couple anyway. When we met I was three 
months from leaving New York. I’d saved the money and signed 
a hundred forms and was set to teach English near Tokyo. Dan 
knew this. One time in his bedroom I showed him my ticket and 
one time in his bedroom we Google-Earthed my housing and 
one time in his bedroom we were too blue to talk because I was 
leaving for real and it was what I’d wanted always and we fucked 
and we fucked because this was going to be it. Dan was just a 
bon-voyage boyfriend. He knew this. 

I blink and say hello. Dan looks not-bad. That’s a lie, actually. 
Dan looks very good. His hair is longer. I think—no, I’m sure—I 
once told him I liked it better this way. That the vaguely Jesus 
look suited him. A leftover part of girlfriend-Liz wants to reach 
up and yank his hair with both hands and pull him down close. 
Luckily, Liz-right-now shuts that impulse right down. Touching 
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Dan, even Dan’s hair, would be a bad idea because one, it might 
confuse Dan and two, it might confuse me. If I’m going to reach 
my goal tonight, Dan is nothing. No use. My bon-voyage fuck 
won’t count if it’s someone who knows. It won’t count if it’s someone 
I was meant to fuck good-bye when it was bon voyage for real.

“That's a great shirt, Liz.”
“Thank you, Dan. I think so, too.” 
Shit. Of course Dan likes my shirt. Dan has really good taste. 

And now I’m worried because girlfriend-Liz is rearing her 
head. Girlfriend-Liz is feeling twangs of regret that she asked 
that phony non-enthusiast in the Japan shirt to fix her undone 
buttons. Girlfriend-Liz wants to invite Dan back to the bathroom 
so he can stand behind her and lean in close, close enough for 
her to know if he still wears that deodorant she adores. 

“I forgot you knew Lilly,” says Dan. 
“Her cow thing is weird,” I say. “Don’t you think?”
Dan points to his mug—a Hula girl cow—and smiles. 
I raise my spotted mug. My olive branch. 
“Cheers, Dan.” 
“Cheers.”  
I pretend to drink even though there’s only a drop left. It’s 

okay; I’ve got that warm swell in my belly. 
“It’s good to see you,” I say. 
“This is nice,” Dan agrees. 
“We should have done this sooner.” 
“You said not to call.” 
“Oh, yeah.”
“So.” Uh-oh: Dan’s serious face. “Are you holding up okay?”
“Are you kidding, I’m great.” 
“Liz.” 
“Daniel.” 
“I hear stuff.”
He’s not talking about my party goals. He’s not talking about 

my behavior. He’s not talking about the reputation I may or may 
not be earning myself.

Dan’s talking about the other thing, the worse one. His next 
question: “How’s your mom?” 

Facts About Japan
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I don’t want to talk about her. 
Dan is waiting for me to talk about her. 
“Oh, you know Cheryl,” I say after a pause. “She’s fine.”
I’m smiling. Back-to-back lies. I seem to smile when I lie. Dan 

doesn’t know Mom. I never introduced them. Mom, who’s never 
really liked me. Mom, who always picked fights. Mom, who I was 
this close to leaving before she got sick. My mom is not fine. 

God, I’m smiling so big my skin’s gonna split. 
“Would you stop that?” he says. 
“What?” 
“Pretending, Liz. Don’t do it with me.” 
He knows. 
I’m remembering all the reasons I broke up with him. How 

he thought he understood things he didn’t understand. How he 
tried to fix things that couldn’t be fixed. 

Say it, Liz: Dan, it is not your business. 
“Dan. It. Is. Not. Your. Business.”

I NEED A refill. 
The mauve couch is unoccupied. The olive bowl is empty 

and the plate nearby is piled with meaty little pits. The happy-
birthday platter is mostly yellow crumbs. The four remaining 
cupcakes don’t spell anything.

I plop down onto a lumpy cushion and grab an R. I take a 
bite because it’s something to do. The crowd has thinned. Dan 
has left the room. Someone changed the music; this song has a 
banjo in it. I should get back to my goal. 

It’s late. I’ve lost time.  
Where did that cat go? 

HERE’S ONE I don’t share at parties. I can’t take credit; Dan told 
me this fact. He found it in a guidebook the week before I canceled 
my flight. He told me there was a Tokyo dog in the '20s and '30s 
that walked with its master to Shibuya station every day. The master 
was a professor, and when he got off work the dog would be waiting 
at the station to greet him. One day, the professor died at work 
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and never came back. So the dog kept on waiting. For nine years it 
showed up at the station until it finally died, too.

That dog is famous in Japan. They made a statue of that dog.

MORE PEOPLE ARE leaving. It seems I haven’t left the couch. 
I wave from my cushion. There go all the friends I didn’t make.

I’ve watched other parties wind down. The couples go first. 
They have documentaries to watch and love to make. They leave 
and it’s just us singles. That’s where we are right now. It’s the 
single-guest exit cue. The cheerful, healthy ones are supposed 
to go before the bewildered, screwed-up ones.  

Which probably means it’s Dan’s turn to leave. He’s on 
the first team.

Sure enough, he passes me on his way out.
“I’m going now,” he says. 
There are things I should ask him.
Do you remember that dog they made a statue of? 
The one that kept waiting for a ghost? 
What if that’s what happens to me? 
What if that’s me when she’s gone?
“Good night,” I say. 

THE WEEK BEFORE we broke up, Dan took me to the 
Botanical Gardens. It was after I told him I was moving in with 
Mom. It was January. We’d missed the cherry blossoms by nine 
months and there was ice on the pond. The koi were slow orange 
smudges. There was a Torii gate at the edge of the water. Snow 
falling on a bright red pi symbol. 

“This isn’t bad, right?” said Dan.
“No. I like this place.”  
We were the only visitors outside. It must have been twenty 

degrees. I had a headache from the cold and needed to blow my 
nose. We left the pond and walked through the conservatory 
in search of a bathroom. This was where the other visitors had 
come, this humid glass castle. Everyone here had shed their 
layers. Wool and cashmere were bundled on benches. Visitors 
were smelling the air, shaded by tropical leaves. 

Maybe they were pretending. Pretending to be elsewhere. 
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ONLY A FEW of us are left. Lilly’s gone to bed. Someone’s 
bagging empty bottles. Someone’s sick in the bathroom. 

I’m Mom on her couch. I need to rest my eyes. I’ll just close 
them for a little. 

Four paws settle in my lap. 

I’M IN A skyscraper, at the head of a conference table. Across 
the gleaming wood is the actress I’ve hired to play my mother. 
The edges of her mother-mask are showing. So is her hair: sleek 
and black and impossibly Asian. It’s wrong, of course. Mom’s 
hair should be missing.

If I make it to Japan, it’ll mean Mom is dead. I’ll sit down with 
my make-believe mom and speak from my leather boss-chair. I’ll 
say all the things I forgot to tell her.

Like: I wish you’d been better.
Like: I wish I’d been better.
And: I’m still angry.
But: Mostly, I’m sad. 

DAN’S SHAKING ME gently.
“Hi,” he says. “You fell asleep.”
“You left.”
“I forgot something.”
“Did you find it?”
“Liz.”
“Daniel.”
“Is this where you’re sleeping?” 
He brushes the hair off my face. 
“I want to go home,” I say.
“Okay,” he says. “Let’s get you there.”
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