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“Words, sounds, speech, men, memory, thoughts
fears and emotions—time—all related…
all made from one… all made in one.”

  — John  coltrane
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flowers: only the bright lamps of streetlights, and neon signboards 
clamouring for attention. I tried to recall the very last thing I did, 
just before I’d ended up there, but nothing came to mind.

Quickly I went into a nearby store and bought myself a thick 
winter jacket, with fur lined along the hood. It was cold, after all. I 
then made a list of my belongings: I had my wallet, the clothes on 
my person, and my Blackberry. Sitting inside my briefcase was my 
passport, and several documents from work. I had everything, that 
much I knew, but the signal on my Blackberry was dead. I looked 
around me, confused. Lost. For a moment, I wondered if this was 
all a dream.

It was a little past nine when I stepped into the izakaya.
It took a lot of wandering around, down a long and narrow alley 

right outside the Park Exit of the train station; it was crammed with 
restaurants and diners on either side, and there were many passers-
by walking up and down the road, looking at signs and menus and 
storefronts. I realised I probably hadn’t eaten at all that day, even 
though, for some reason, I found myself strangely devoid of an 
appetite. I was nevertheless aware that I needed to put something 
in my system, and thus persisted in my search. Eventually I found 
the place, towards the end of the alley—the entrance to the 
izakaya was very non-descript, just a wooden sliding door—but I 
managed to catch a glimpse of its interior as a customer took leave: 
dark panelled floors and beige papered panels, with ornate lamps 
wrought in a dark, greenish metal. I stepped inside.

There were customers everywhere, seated in booths tucked in 
incredible corners. I noticed this immediately. For a second I feared 
the place was too busy, but a waiter quickly made his approach, 
and directed me to take my shoes off at the front and deposit them 
at a locker. He then led me towards a seat by the counter, behind 

1
THE BOX

D E C E M B E R  2 0 1 1

Mr Alvin

I met the kappa Mr Five, at an izakaya in Kichijoji two years 
ago. The most distinct thing I remember about the place was 
the laughter: there were bright peals of it, small, crystal clear 
eruptions of it, like the sound a can of beer makes when the 
tab is popped open. And yet no matter how often I looked over 
my shoulder that night I couldn’t tell where it came from. The 
laughter came from everywhere and landed somewhere else, 
some other place other than myself, my heart the very thing that 
came too close to bursting.

I don’t know how I ended up in Kichijoji that December 
evening. I don’t recall having gone to that neighbourhood the last 
time I had been in Tokyo, and that was another five years back: my 
wife and I had come for our honeymoon, in 2006, and we’d spent 
a week and a half in the city. I’d booked us a suite at the Grand 
Hyatt, and we were there to see the cherry blossoms, it being the 
season in early April.

But there was nothing to see in December. There were no 



K A P P A  Q U A R T E TD A R Y L  Q I L I N  Y A M 54

am driving tonight,” he said to me. “One glass will do just fine.”
I nodded. I took a sip from my glass and felt the cold beer run 

down my throat. Mr Five watched as I did so.
“You look lost,” he said.
“Lost?”
“Like you came here by accident,” he said. I told him that was 

mostly true. He then looked at my clothes: a blazer over a white 
linen shirt, complete with a tie in dark blue. He asked if I had 
business in Tokyo, in this particular part of town, and I told him 
I didn’t.

“I wouldn’t call it that,” I said.
Mr Five watched as I took another drink. “Are you here on 

holiday, then?”
I thought about it. “I don’t think so,” I said. “I wouldn’t call it 

that either.”
He frowned. “So you are neither here for work, nor for vacation.”
“That’s right.”
Mr Five leant back in his chair. “So what brings you to Tokyo, 

then? If you do not mind me asking.”
I shrugged. “I don’t know, actually. I can’t even recall how I 

woke up this morning,” I added.
He narrowed his gaze towards me. “When did you arrive in 

Tokyo, Mr Alvin?”
“I—I’m not sure.”
“And is this your first time here?”
“No,” I said. “This is my second time.”
“Your second?”
“Yes. My second,” I said. “The first time, I came with my wife. 

It was our honeymoon.”
Mr Five turned in his seat. He grabbed the menu, and appeared 

to look at the food.

which a number of cooks were busy grilling and cooking up the 
orders. I watched, amazed, as great fumes rose from their stations, 
into the vents installed in the ceiling. I turned to the waiter and 
requested an English menu.

“I want this,” I said later to the boy. “This please.” I had my 
finger on a glass of beer, ¥460, and the waiter nodded and left. I 
removed my newly bought jacket as I watched him go, and started 
to fan myself with the front of my shirt. The izakaya felt unusually 
warm and stuffy, but I was grateful for that. I then heard a man 
laugh beside me, seated on my left at the counter. I turned to see 
that he was laughing at me.

“It is a nice atmosphere, is it not?” the man said.
“You speak English?”
“I do,” he said. “Quite well, in fact.”
The man smiled. His face was covered in large boils, from the 

base of his jaw to the top of his hairline. They seemed especially 
huge, under the yellow light and oily fog, and each boil seemed 
to be about an inch wide. They looked like they might have 
overwhelmed his facial features, but his eyes, big and bulbous, 
remained full of expression. The man raised a tall glass of beer to 
his mouth and asked what my name was, and I told him I was 
Alvin, a Singaporean. He said that he was Mr Five.

“Mr Five?”
He nodded. He then held up a hand. “Five,” the man said, “as 

in the level of ground motion Tokyo endured during the Tohoku 
earthquake.” He extended that hand towards me. “It is nice to 
meet you.”

I shook his hand. “It’s nice to meet you too.”

Mr Five drained the last of his beer as the waiter came back with 
mine. “Not having another one?” I asked. He shook his head. “I 
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worry. I asked her where she had been.”
“And what did she say?” asked Mr Five.
“She said, ‘I took off last night. The feeling just came over me. 

I took off to some other place and wandered around on my own, 
looking at things. And now I’m back.’”

Mr Five ordered a plate of fried chicken, and another bottle of 
beer for me. The basket of chicken smelt good, and yet I didn’t feel 
drawn to it for some reason.

“Are you sure you will not be eating, Mr Alvin?”
“I’m sure,” I said to Mr Five. “I’m all right.”
The waiter left. Mr Five turned back towards me.
“I do not wish to pry,” he started to say. “But I wonder if your 

wife ever did this sort of thing before.”
“You mean, before we got married?”
Mr Five nodded.
“Well, no,” I said. “I don’t think so.” I then told him that we’d 

been in a relationship since we were seventeen.
“Oho!” went Mr Five. “That is amazing, Mr Alvin. How did it 

begin, if I may ask?”
I reached into my back pocket; I took out my wallet.
“I fell in love with her when we were in junior college. It’s like 

high school, but only for two years. Yeah. It was the first day of 
class, and we all had to stand up and introduce ourselves. Say one 
interesting thing about yourself, the teacher said. When it was her 
turn, she stood up and told everyone that her father was a taxi 
driver, not by choice but by necessity. She said she learnt to live 
without means. I think it really made an impression on everyone 
at the time.”

“Especially on you.”
“Yeah,” I said. I opened up my wallet: notes, cards, receipts. 

“And was it a good honeymoon, Mr Alvin?”
I blinked. “Yes,” I said. “But there was a hiccup.”
He looked towards me, a deeper frown etched across his face. 

The boils along his brows clustered tighter together.
“What do you mean?” he asked. “I do not quite understand.”
I took another drink from my beer. I set the glass back down. 

Somehow the man seemed genuinely concerned.
“It was our eighth day in Tokyo,” I began. “We were due to 

leave in two days, and we talked about how we should spend our 
last moments in Japan. We worked out a good plan, mapped out 
where we wanted to go. We then went straight to bed. The night 
couldn’t have gone any smoother.”

“But?”
“Well, my wife couldn’t be found the next morning. I woke up 

and she wasn’t there.”
He asked me what I meant. I thought about it. I told him it was 

as though she had simply vanished. I said, “You could still make 
out where she had slept the night before, on her side of the bed. 
You could still smell her scent on the pillows. And her things, they 
were all still in our room. Her suitcase was still open beside the 
dresser, full of her things. But she was gone.”

“All you had were remains,” said Mr Five. “The remains of 
a person.”

“Exactly,” I said. “I panicked, of course. I didn’t know where she 
had gone. I thought she might have gotten breakfast or something, 
but she was nowhere to be seen at the restaurants. I went to all the 
other facilities—to the pool and the gym and so on—but she wasn’t 
in any of those places either. It was only much later, at around nine 
in the morning, when I found her seated at the reception.”

“The reception?”
“Yeah,” I said. “I remember hurrying towards her, sick with 
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to make of the situation. I continued.
“Su Lin said it wasn’t running away if she knew she was coming 

back. She said it wasn’t running away if she didn’t have a choice in 
the matter.” I took hold of the glass, and drank the beer. “And then 
she left it at that.”

I checked my watch. A quarter past ten. Staring at the hands of 
my watch, I wondered if I was oversharing, and that I might have 
intimidated Mr Five. But he seemed unfazed, somehow, by Su 
Lin’s vanishing acts. Instead he ate through his fried chicken fairly 
quickly, and wiped his fingers clean on a napkin. He smiled.

“Tell me, Mr Alvin—do you know where you are sleeping 
tonight?”

I told him I had no idea. I hadn’t even thought about it. Mr 
Five cleared his throat.

“It turns out that I am driving back to my hometown tonight,” 
he said. “It is in Yamanashi prefecture. I can drop you off at a 
hotel I know, located on the shore of Lake Kawaguchi. I know the 
owner. All I have to do is make a call, and I can have a room set up 
for you straight away.”

I considered his proposal. “How far away is this place?”
“Oh, quite far,” he said. “It is near Mount Fuji, if you are 

interested in that sort of thing. But the ride will only take another 
two hours of your time.”

I checked my watch again. Ten twenty. “Will the hotel still be 
open?” I asked.

“I could call,” said Mr Five. “I could call my friend and 
everything would be sorted.”

I took my glass and drank down half of it this time. “You’d do 
that for me?” I asked. He nodded.

“Out of all the people in the world right now,” he said, “I would 

“There was another thing we had to say, something about our 
aspirations in life.” I paused. “She said she had no idea what she 
wanted to do. She said she didn’t think she’d have an idea any 
time soon. But Yong Su Lin wasn’t going to let something like 
that scare her.”

My second bottle of beer came. I set my wallet aside, and 
thanked the waiter. I tipped its contents into my glass, and watched 
it fill up again.

“Why do you love her, Mr Alvin?”
I looked at Mr Five. “I find her beautiful,” I said. “That’s the 

first thing. The second thing happened a bit later, but it’s this: 
whenever I look at her, I feel compelled to give her everything. 
Everything that I have.” I watched the foam sitting on top of my 
beer, fizzing out of sight. “She disappeared again, you know.”

“When?”
“About a week after we came back from Tokyo,” I said. “She 

disappeared for four days this time. When she came back, I asked 
her where she had been, and she didn’t want to say.”

I returned to my wallet, and pulled out the passport-sized 
photo of my wife. I showed it to Mr Five. In the picture, Su Lin 
had short hair, and gorgeous skin. Her lips were thin, her eyes 
strong and penetrating. But her most recognisable feature was her 
nose: straight and well defined. It nearly hurt to look at her.

“She said I should try disappearing one day.”
“Did she really?”
I nodded.
“She said I should take off to another place, be a stranger all 

over again.” I put the photo away and zipped my wallet back up. 
“I told her that what she did wasn’t disappearing, though. That it 
was just running away.”

Mr Five kept his eyes on me. He looked at me, unsure of what 
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is why I have to make this delivery myself. I cannot trust a mover 
or a delivery man to do the job on my behalf.”

I looked over my shoulder once again. The boxes shook, ever so 
slightly, as Mr Five began to drive.

“Whoever you’re delivering this box for ought to be really 
grateful,” I said.

Mr Five nodded. “You are right.”
The radio wasn’t on, but I didn’t really care; I turned to ask if 

he could switch it on, but then quickly changed my mind. I was 
seated on his left, and discovered something else about Mr Five 
that I hadn’t noticed before: there was a cavity in the side of his 
head, a perfectly circular crater in his skull, a few inches above the 
top of his left ear. Its diameter was probably no wider than two 
fingers. I stared at it, long and hard, before I turned and looked 
out of the window. He’s a good person, I reminded myself: a good 
person in a strange body. Buildings came and went as Mr Five 
drove further west out of the city.

“Do you have any children?” he asked.
“A girl,” I said. “Her name’s Michelle. And you?”
“Me?”
“Yes,” I said. “What about you?”
“I have no children,” said Mr Five. “But I have a wife. We have 

been married for a long time.”
“I see. You must share many memories together.”
“Yes, I would say. We do.” Mr Five smiled. “We make a 

pretty uneventful couple, however, compared to what you have 
been through.”

I turned towards the window. I said nothing, for a while.
“Judging from your silence, Mr Alvin, I believe there is still one 

more part of the story that you have yet to tell.”
I kept my eyes focused on the view.

do it for you.”
After we settled the bill, Mr Five led me to the parking lot. His 

car was a silver Lexus, a rather impressive and roomy sedan, the 
back of which was filled with an assortment of boxes: Tupperware, 
cardboard, big and small, you name it. It was such a sight. I tried 
counting them all, but quickly gave up. I asked him if he was 
moving back to his hometown.

“Oh, no,” replied Mr Five. “It is simply a delivery I have to make.”
I opened the door to the passenger seat. “Would you mind if I 

ask what’s inside all of these boxes, then?”
“Not at all,” said Mr Five, getting into the driver’s seat. He put 

his key into the ignition and started the engine. “There is nothing 
in them, actually.”

“Nothing at all?” I said, disbelieving. I looked over my shoulder. 
There were probably up to ten of those boxes, twelve. “They all 
look so different from one another.”

“That is true,” said Mr Five. “And yet they are all essentially the 
same, wouldn’t you say?”

They are all essentially the same, I repeated to myself. “What are 
you delivering empty boxes across the country for?” I asked, and 
Mr Five chuckled.

“There is a need for everything, Mr Alvin. Even boxes with 
nothing in them.” He paused. “But not all of them are empty, to 
be perfectly honest.”

I asked him to clarify. Mr Five frowned and crossed his arms, as 
he tried to think of an answer. Finally he said, “One of the boxes 
is filled with an unknown substance. Nobody knows what this 
substance really is, even though we encounter it all the time. It is 
a part of our world, most certainly, and yet it is as indescribable 
as it is inseparable from our existence. It is beyond all description, 
but it is most certainly incredibly heavy.” He smiled at me. “That 
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A while later, the manager and I stood side by side on the porch 
as we watched Mr Five get into his silver Lexus. After he drove 
away, the manager led me to my room, and passed me a brochure 
of the hotel’s facilities. “Onsen and dining hall, downstairs. Private 
onsen, this floor. Outdoor onsen, this floor also.” The manager 
then pointed down to the far end of the corridor. “That way,” she 
said. She then bowed. “Goodnight, Mr Alvin.”

I went into my room. It had a simple layout, with a mattress on the 
floor and a small television on a wooden stand. I took my clothes 
off and slid beneath the sheets. I closed my eyes and a wave—
the sudden rush of it—broke over my consciousness. I slept for 
the longest time that night: it was a long and restful sleep, full of 
dreams, none of which I could remember. I didn’t fully wake till 
four in the afternoon, and I stumbled about my room, trying to 
regain my bearings. Japan, I reminded myself. I was in Japan. I 
found a note slipped through the crack beneath the door: Mr Five 
will see you at 7pm.

I went down to reception at six forty-five. The lounge was 
gorgeously lit, due to an artificial fireplace in the central wall. 
There were a few kids in the corner, banging on a couple of old 
arcade games plugged in behind the front desk. I went over to the 
sofas and sat across from a young man casually flipping through a 
magazine. He had remarkably pale skin, as well as a head of rich, 
dark hair. He wore a grey cashmere pullover. Everything about 
him was slim, from the bridge of his nose to the shape of his legs. 
I took a random magazine from the stands and began to browse 
its contents.

The hour came and went. Once in a while I looked up from 
my magazine, and checked to see if a silver Lexus might be driving 
up the porch. I noticed how the light, spilling from the fireplace, 

“The third time she disappeared, she took off for two and a half 
weeks. It was the last time, though. The disappearing thing didn’t 
happen anymore after that.”

Mr Five didn’t reply. In the window I could see his reflection, 
his arms holding on to the wheel. There was a turn he had to 
make, and he made it; and then there was a traffic light, and he 
had to stop. And then the light changed. He kept on driving.

It was half past midnight when we stopped at the hotel. We had 
driven along a huge lake: it stretched so far into the night, I couldn’t 
see where it ended.

Hotel Koryu, it was called; a hot spring hotel. There weren’t 
any lights on in the reception, save for one spotlight trained onto 
the front desk. Mr Five turned back to me after exchanging a few 
words with the lady manager.

“According to my friend, you have a room waiting for you on 
the second floor.”

“Thank you,” I said to him. I then bowed to the manager. 
“Thank you very much.”

Mr Five smiled. “She also tells me that a particular acquaintance 
of mine is still here, in this very hotel.”

“Oh, really?”
“Indeed,” he said. “Like you, I too offered him a chance to stay 

at this fine establishment. If you do not mind, I would like to have 
dinner with the both of you tomorrow evening, at the dining hall 
down the corridor. I think it will be worthwhile, having the two of 
you know one another.”

“All right,” I said. “I don’t mind.”
“Thank you,” said Mr Five. “As a matter of fact, I believe this 

person might be Singaporean as well.” His smile grew wider. 
“Imagine the odds.”
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like a heavy kind of thing that settled in the depths of my lungs. 
“I’m sorry,” I said in the end. “I don’t know what you mean.”

She turned over. She grew quiet for a few seconds. There was 
a green star, shining from the corner of the air-conditioning unit, 
and it was our only source of light in the room.

“Alvin,” she said. “I need you to listen to me, all right? I want 
you to cast aside all the thoughts in your brain, and listen very 
carefully to what I have to say. Can you do that for me?”

“Yes,” I said. “Of course I can.”
My wife remained completely still. Lying on her side, she barely 

seemed to breathe. I did that sometimes, in the middle of the 
night, straining to hear her breathing sounds. For some reason, I 
was convinced that Su Lin was going to die: not in some distant 
future, but in the now, the today or the tomorrow, and it would 
have all been my fault. 

Finally, she spoke. She said: “There is this world, and then there 
is another.”

“Another?”
“Yes. Another. And there is only one way by which you 

can escape.”
She paused again. Her words kept sinking within me, in a slow, 

free-falling kind of way. My chest grew heavier by the minute.
“Which way is that?” I asked, but she turned back over. She laid 

a hand on my chest, a perfectly cold and smooth hand; I could see 
the bare nape of her shoulders, and the perfect creases in her neck.

Su Lin said to me, “The way by which you came, baby.”

I was a wreck by the time she came back. Her parents had called 
repeatedly over the sixteen days, wondering where their daughter 
had gone. Twice they came over to our flat, demanding to know 
what had happened, where had she gone, why hadn’t anybody said 

grew like a puddle of water: it seeped across the floor and towards 
the front desk, without fully reaching the corners of the place. It 
became pretty clear that Mr Five was a no-show.

Eventually I caught sight of the manager coming towards the 
lounge. She had two slips of paper in her hands, one of which she 
gave me, and the other to the young man. The note said: I’m afraid 
an urgent matter has come up, and I can’t stay in Yamanashi any 
longer. Please have dinner without me.

I looked up from the note. The manager was gone—and so was 
the young man. I was the only one left.

I walked over to where the kids were. The lot of them had 
gathered around one of the machines. Pac-Man, it was, and I 
laughed for a bit. I then headed back to my room; I still wasn’t 
hungry at all.

•
It had been July, the third time she disappeared, and she told 
me so in advance. “I think I’ll have to go away again, sometime 
next week.” She used the words go away as though she were 
taking a vacation.

“Do you know when exactly you’re going?” I asked. She told 
me she didn’t.

“I don’t have an exact date,” she said.
I asked if I could come along somehow, on whatever trip she 

had planned in her mind. Su Lin shifted: she turned to look at me, 
straight in the eyes in the middle of the night. We were both in 
bed at the time.

“The kind of place I’m going,” she said to me, “is the kind 
of place where only I can go. Nobody else can come along. You 
should know this by now.”

I thought about what she said. Every word felt like a weight, 
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“You should go away sometime. One of these days,” she said. 
“In fact, the first time you go, you should just take off and not tell 
anybody. Not even me. Forget you have any ties at all.”

I locked eyes with her. “Wouldn’t you want to know where I 
am?” I asked. She shook her head.

“When it’s time for you to go, you won’t even know it yourself.”
I continued to look at her. “You knew the last time,” I said. 

“You knew you were going somewhere.”

A month later we found ourselves in the car, parked outside 
the neighbourhood clinic. She had to submit a blood sample; 
her period hadn’t come when it was supposed to, and she had 
suspicions that she might be pregnant.

They took their time, her and the doctor; I could hear them 
both, laughing along with the nurse, as I waited in the reception. 
Su Lin was pregnant, of course, with Michelle, but I didn’t really 
know what I was in for back then.

She settled herself into the passenger seat as I started the engine.
“There was a song, playing in the clinic,” she said to me. “Do 

you know it?”
I looked at her, trying to think back. There had been a lot of 

songs playing in the clinic. Songs I didn’t recognise. I told her I 
couldn’t remember.

“It was ‘People’,” she said. “Shirley Bassey.”
I asked her how she knew.
“The doctor told me, after I tried asking the nurse. He said 

it was something his mother had listened to when she had 
gone through chemotherapy. Since then he’d play her albums 
in his clinic.”

“Is his mother all right now?” I asked. My wife shrugged.
“Our conversation kind of ground to a halt soon after.”

anything. I told them I didn’t know. We had to call the police.
It was the middle of the night. I don’t know what time. Su 

Lin stood at the front door, without a suitcase or a single piece of 
luggage. She looked as though she had simply gone for a walk and 
returned in time for supper.

“Hey,” I said, and really, what the hell, it was all I could manage 
to say. I nearly fell to pieces before her, wondering what was going 
on. The whole time I kept wondering if this was her messed-up 
way of saying she wanted to leave. I don’t know anything, I wanted 
to say to her. I don’t know anything anymore. 

My wife took a step forward. She kissed me, at the front gate 
of our flat, before leading me to the bathroom. My feet followed 
after her feet, my hand dragged forward by her hand. She was 
in control—she always had been—but at that moment, I was 
nothing. I was nothing, and I was also anything she wanted me to 
be. She took her pants off. She took mine off as well. She pressed 
her back against the wall, and hooked her legs tightly around my 
waist. We kept at it for an hour—fucking, and then stopping, and 
then fucking some more. “Come in me,” she then said—“come 
inside me.” I will never fully understand what happened that 
night, the way in which things unfolded; but all that mattered was 
that she had come back home.

A thin barrier had formed around our flat, over the next several 
days. I wondered if this was how happiness worked: how temporary 
it was, and how fragile; how it demanded your greatest attention, 
lest any misstep caused it to break. When I finally asked Su Lin 
where she’d been during those sixteen days, she told me she didn’t 
want to say. “I want to talk about something else,” my wife said. 
For a minute, Su Lin and I stood in the kitchen, saying nothing to 
one another; already I could feel the barrier breaking down, one 
flaky piece at a time.



K A P P A  Q U A R T E TD A R Y L  Q I L I N  Y A M 1918

my wife had said: when it’s time for you to go, you won’t even 
know it yourself.

•
It was a quarter to five in the afternoon when I sat up in bed. Nearly 
a day had passed since that time I sat in the lounge; I had simply lain 
on my mattress, drifting in and out of sleep, occasionally switching 
the television on. I checked my Blackberry—still no signal.

I got up. I walked over to the mirror stand, groggy with sleep. 
I couldn’t focus. Some people have said my nose is similar to 
my wife’s. Others have commented that my eyes are my plainest 
features, while my wife’s are her best. As I continued to stare at 
myself, lethargic, I realised I hadn’t eaten a bite of anything since 
I’d arrived in Japan. I slapped my hands all over my body, just to 
wake myself up—I hit myself, repeatedly, until my skin turned 
pink. Had I lost any weight? It certainly didn’t seem that way.

Hoping a good shower might wake me up, I browsed through 
the hotel brochure, and took note of the outdoor onsen that the 
manager had mentioned. It was conveniently situated down the 
corridor, just like she said. In the end, I decided that it didn’t 
matter if it was cold outside; I’d rather be alone than bump into 
the other bathers downstairs. I stumbled around my room, and 
searched for a towel.

The sun had fully set by the time I left my room. The length 
of the corridor, lit by ambient lights in the ceiling, was utterly 
empty as I made my way towards the bath. There was no sound 
either, save for the faint hum of the boiler, and the gurgling of 
water travelling down the pipes. There was a wide window at 
the end of the corridor, located just beside the entrance; I could 
barely make anything out as I looked through the glass. It was 
completely dark outside.

“Why is that?”
Su Lin looked out of the window.
“He asked me what I did in my spare time,” she said. “I told 

him I didn’t know. I do nothing but time still goes by.”
Neither of us spoke again until we were nearly home. Something 

was on her mind, but I couldn’t figure out what. There were all 
kinds of things racing through my mind as well, but I couldn’t 
focus on anything to settle on. All I could do was drive.

My wife laid a hand on mine as I pulled up the brake. Her voice 
was soft when she spoke.

“I have one more thing I need to tell you,” she said. “Will you 
listen to what I have to say?”

I didn’t say anything. I merely waited for her to continue. She 
spoke after a few seconds.

“You will experience a particular feeling when you reappear,” 
she said. “You will only experience this feeling when you come 
back, from wherever you’ve been to. You might hate that feeling, 
or you might like it. You might even like it a little too much.”

I killed the engine. “What are you saying?” I asked her. “What 
are you trying to tell me?”

All was quiet in the car. My wife spoke after a while.
“I’m saying: you can either let that feeling go, or you can hold 

on to it as tight as you can. Whatever you choose, I won’t blame 
you. I’ll just accept your decision.”

Neither of us said anything more. And neither of us got out 
of the car. She had her hand on top of mine, after all. Finally I 
said, “You’re holding on to it, aren’t you. That feeling you just 
talked about.”

Su Lin nodded, quickly. “Yes,” she said. “I’m holding on to it.” 
Her voice had turned to a whisper at that point.

Five years later, it was my turn to leave. And it was true, what 
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“I’m hungry all the time,” he said.
“Really?”
He nodded.
“You’re Singaporean, aren’t you?” I asked.
He nodded again.
“That’s right,” he said. “I’m Kevin.”
“Alvin,” I said. I paused. “Mr Five brought you here, didn’t he?”
“He did, yes,” said Kevin. His pale face looked almost golden 

under the warm lighting. “I didn’t expect him to bring a second 
person,” he added.

“Hmm,” I said. “He brought you here from Tokyo?”
Kevin nodded. “I was looking for a bookstore. In Nakameguro.”
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I don’t know where that is.”
“That’s all right. What about you?” he asked.
I tried recalling the name of the place. “Kichijoji,” I said. “Park 

Exit. You been?”
Kevin shook his head. We didn’t say anything more. This time 

the silence lasted for about a minute or two, until he let out a 
snigger. I looked at him, surprised by the sudden laugh. He looked 
at me as though he felt guilty.

“It’s a bit pervy, isn’t it?” he said. “When it’s just two men in a tub.”
“You’re a joker,” I said. “But this bath is outdoors as well, so it’s 

got that kinky element.”
Kevin shook his head, and rubbed at the corner of his eye. “Are 

you having naughty thoughts about me, Mr Alvin?”
I let out a laugh. “No, unfortunately. No.”
Kevin made a face. The young man looked almost discouraged. 

“That’s too bad,” he said. He turned back to the view beyond the 
trellis. “I’d make a good lover, I think. Or, at least, I imagine myself 
to be so. Except I wouldn’t know for sure.”

“So you’re gay,” I said. He nodded. “Virgin?” He nodded once 

I went through the Male entrance and began taking off my 
clothes. I had never been in an onsen before, but I had gone to a 
jjimjilbang in Seoul, so I figured the same rules applied. I placed 
my belongings into a tray and shelved them into a locker. I then 
noticed a second set of belongings, pigeonholed in a far corner, 
in which I saw a grey-coloured pullover. The young man at the 
reception, I thought to myself.

I tried to peek. I could see him through the partition, seated 
in the middle of the outdoor bath. He was submerged up to his 
neck, gazing out at the view beyond. But there was nothing much 
to see, beyond the wooden trellis: from where I stood, I could 
barely distinguish the lake from the surrounding low mountains. 
Spanning the lake was a bridge, an expressway, with red and yellow 
points in the night.

I first warmed myself with a brief shower before sliding the 
partition open. The young man looked over his shoulder. I felt his 
eyes scan me from head to toe as I stood before him in the nude, 
with nothing but a small white towel clutched before my crotch.

“Cold?” said the young man.
It was four degrees Celsius. “Y-you think?”
He smiled. “Come in,” he said, moving to the side. The water 

lapped over the edge of the bath. I tested the temperature with a 
foot, and then with a leg, followed quickly by the rest of my body. 
I let out a deep sigh as I settled into the water, and allowed the cold 
to leave my bones. I closed my eyes.

“It’s nice,” the young man said. “Especially before dinner.”
I opened my eyes. I didn’t expect him to keep talking. “I 

wouldn’t know,” I said. “I haven’t eaten at all.”
“I noticed,” the young man said. “You’re not hungry?”
“No,” I replied. The young man didn’t say anything more for 

nearly half a minute.
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know why Mr Five would want us both to meet.” He rolled his 
head to the side and looked at me. “We’re such different people, 
you and me.”

I didn’t know how to respond to that. “Are we really?” I asked. 
Kevin leant forward again.

“Let me ask you another thing.” He looked into my eyes, as 
intently as he could muster. “What do you see, when you look 
into the mirror?”

I tried to imagine. I tried to recall the last time I had consciously 
looked into one, and thought back to that time in my room, when 
I had wondered if I’d lost weight or not. “I don’t know,” I said to 
him. “I never really think about this kind of thing.”

“Not at all?”
“More or less. If I were to look in the mirror—and I mean like, 

really, really look—I wouldn’t know what I’d see, to be honest.”
Kevin paused for a few seconds. “That sounds worrying,” he 

said. “Sounds like the onset of a mid-life crisis, Mr Alvin. Then 
again, thirty-two’s a bit young for that.” He gave me a smile. 
“You’ve still got time.”

“Thanks,” I said. “Whatever that means.” I took a second look 
at myself in the bathwater. I watched the bottom half of myself 
shimmy and turn in all sorts of directions. “What do you see, 
Kevin? When you look in the mirror?”

“You want to know?”
“Yes,” I said. “I want to know.”
His smile grew tight over his face. “I try not to look in them,” 

he said to me.
“Why not?”
The young man didn’t answer for a while. I waited. Finally, he 

said, “Whenever I look into the mirror, I see a lot of people. Lots 
and lots of people. And they are all trying to squeeze into that 

more. I said to him, “You’ll find somebody eventually.” I then 
asked him how old he was.

“I’ll turn twenty-two soon. And you?”
“I’m thirty-one,” I said. “No, thirty-two. That’s not too old, is it?”
Kevin shrugged. He then took a handful of water and splashed 

it over the top of his head. I watched as the water streamed down 
Kevin’s face, in thin, branching rivulets. He had his eyes closed, 
and seemed to savour the moment.

“Can I ask you a question?” he said.
“Sure.”
He opened his eyes, and looked towards me. “You’re married, 

aren’t you? You have a wife and kids and everything.”
I was surprised. “You can tell?” I smiled. “Just one kid, though. 

Michelle. She’s four and a half.”
He asked if I was planning for a second child. I told him I 

didn’t know. I told him my wife and I didn’t even plan for the 
first. Michelle just happened—a heat of the moment sort of thing. 
Kevin kept quiet, and continued staring into the distance. He then 
asked if marriage was easy. I told him I didn’t know.

“Is it hard?” he asked.
“I don’t know either.”
A pause.
“Does it make you happy?”
I tried not to flinch. “Yes,” I said to him. “I’m the happiest man 

I know.”
I looked down towards the water. I then followed what he did: 

I took a handful of water, and splashed it on my face. I could feel 
the same rivulets of water, finding paths of least resistance across 
my face. But none of the heat entered my head. Kevin leant back 
against the side of the bath, and rested his head on the edge.

“It’s strange,” he said. I asked him what was. He said, “I don’t 
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followed by the front door. I stepped inside. It was dark both 
outdoors and indoors: it was night, and yet all of the lights were 
still off. My hand groped along the wall, fumbling for the switch. 
No one’s home, I thought to myself, until I heard a faint sound 
coming from the bedroom. I walked in.

It was my wife. She was on her knees, seated before the stereo. 
Her eyes were closed. Music was playing: “People” by Shirley 
Bassey. I could tell now. “Do you know Barbara Streisand first 
recorded this song?” my wife said to me. “The song was originally 
hers. There was a musical called Funny Girl, made ages ago. But 
Shirley Bassey sings it much better, I think. She did a much 
better job.”

I knelt beside her on the floor. I told her I was glad she felt that 
way. We were so very close. A part of me wondered where Michelle 
was, but another part of me didn’t care. She let out a gasp—oh—as 
I felt my way into her panties. Su Lin was so wet I couldn’t believe 
it, and I slid a finger inside. I got hard in no time at all.

“You know that feeling you talked about? The feeling that you 
said was so strange?”

Oh. Oh. “Of course I remember.” Oh.
I put a second finger inside her. Su Lin grabbed my wrist and 

forced my hand even deeper between her thighs.
“I’m letting go now,” I said to her. “I’m letting that feeling go.”
“You’re letting it go,” she said.
I nuzzled her neck. “I’m letting it go.”

The next morning, I got out of bed and went straight to the office. 
It was a Sunday, and so nobody was in. I packed my things and 
typed a quick e-mail, detailing my resignation. I then left the office 
and dumped the box in a trash bin outside.

Everything had been cleared out by the time I got back 

same frame of glass, and that makes me sick.” He then paused for a 
few more seconds, before looking towards the lake beyond. “What 
do you see?” he asked. “Out there?”

I strained my eyes. I had been looking this whole time, but not 
really looking. “Not much, really. Just darkness, I suppose.”

“Lots of it?”
“Definitely,” I said. “Lots and lots of it.”
“That’s nice,” said Kevin. I looked at him again. His eyes felt 

especially far away now; they were fixed onto something else, 
something beyond reach for either of us. Eventually he spoke 
again, and softer this time.

“Sometimes I feel so empty, Mr Alvin.”
I turned away from him. I then rested my head on the edge of 

the bath. I could see why Kevin had earlier assumed that position. 
I could feel my entire body stretch across the onsen, the current 
of water lapping itself between my thighs. I could feel my body 
floating.

“Do you feel empty? Really?”
Kevin didn’t move. “Yes,” he said. “I do.”
I smiled.
“That’s nice.” 

I returned to Singapore the following day. At the front desk I left a 
note for Mr Five, expressing my thanks for his help. I took a train 
back to Tokyo, and then another to Narita. When I touched down 
at Changi Airport, I took a taxi straight home. It was raining.

My Blackberry buzzed, repeatedly, non-stop during the ride. 
Work e-mails, I saw. I watched as my inbox grew bigger and bigger, 
the messages stacking on top of one another. I ignored them and 
set the Blackberry aside.

Back home, I took out my keys. I unlocked the front gate, 
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fine line, you know? The line that’s supposed to be pure silence, 
but isn’t.” He took a sip of milk. “That’s the kind of dream I have.”

home. There was nothing left: nothing in the kitchen, the 
living room, the bedroom. Even Michelle’s things were gone. 
Everything I had touched, she took away from me. It’s not that 
she’d disappeared again, nor do I think she ran away. But I knew 
she wasn’t coming back. 

•
We headed down to the public baths, because that’s where the 
vending machines were. They were lined up in one long row, in 
the resting area on the first floor. It was a lounge much bigger than 
the one in the reception: there were sofas and armchairs and coffee 
tables; plenty of people walking about in robes, stretching their 
arms and legs out after their long baths.

Along the wall were several television sets, airing whatever 
channel was on: on one of the screens there was Bill Murray in one 
shot and Scarlett Johansson in the next. She was wearing a pink 
wig over her hair. They were singing karaoke, the two of them; 
Japanese subtitles flashed across the bottom of the screen as they 
gave one another fleeting, meaningful looks. Behind them stood 
the city of Tokyo, shrouded in bokeh. Kevin took a seat beside me 
with a bottle of milk in his hand. For a while, we said nothing but 
watched what was on TV.

“I have a dream sometimes,” he said.
“A dream?”
He nodded.
“It’s this one particular dream, and it recurs from time to time. 

I don’t exactly know why. I dream I am in the middle of a pool, 
and there’s no one around me. Nobody whatsoever. It’s just me in 
the middle of a pool, and I am floating on the surface, half in and 
half out of the water like I’m supposed to. I can feel the water in 
my ears, hear it block out all the sound—and all I can hear is that 
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