In Real Life

by Justine Beed
“Hey!” I wave ferociously at the guy.

“Sup.”  He gives me the head nod, acknowledging my presence and then walks off.  No eye contact, no smile, no “what you doin’ later”, no nothing.

What the heck? Everything about my greeting said talk to me.  I smiled, I made eye contact and I was enthusiastic about it too.  Why didn’t he at least try to make an effort?  

I’m standing in the middle of the road.  I watch the guy saunter off, his Levis hanging low,Smurf boxers peeping out.  He’s walking towards the last building on the housing compound, off into the distance.   The apartments on the compound are known for their horror-movie like appearance.  Grey and beige everywhere and barred windows make for a perfect setting for the next Saw installment.  I hope he makes it out alive. 

I walk towards my own  building, defeat lying in the frown I wore.  At least I tried with the guy.  Having moved here one week before I had finally worked up the nerve to try and make a friend.  Moving to Japan was crazy.   I’ve lived in a lot of countries all around the world including  Russia, Namibia, Mexico, Spain, The US, and now Japan.  I consider myself a pretty worldly person, I’ve been around.  I may just be fifteen but I know a couple of things about life and what’s out there in the “real world”.
Once I’m in my apartment I plop myself down on one of the couches they give to you when your parents are diplomats working for the US.   It’s a pretty crappy couch.  Reaching for the remote, I don’t know what to expect from Japanese Cable.  Shows like How to Survive a Japanese Game Show have kept me pretty wary about Japanese TV.  Once I turn on the TV, I realize we actually have the Armed Forces Network, otherwise known as the Cable Programming with the worst commercials known to man.  This is scarier than any Japanese Game Show.  Commercials are bad enough as it is and now I would have to endure 6 minutes of cheesy AFN advertisements before I can even get started on a show.  I’ll give you an example. 

A woman dressed in khaki capris and a buttoned up polo shirt appears on screen.  There is a black backdrop.  The image is far from crystal clear and the camera is shaky.  The woman speaks; she has a monotone that would make Ben Stein jealous.  Looking straight into the camera she’s talking about how some people in this world find the words poop and doo doo funny.  She finds this appalling and is telling you that excrement is no laughing matter.  Yet, it’s so excruciatingly hard to take her seriously when she’s actually on the verge of laughing herself, a corner of her mouth curling up, she’s trying oh so hard not to start guffawing.  The scene of the woman fades to black and big brown letters appear on screen: EXCREMENT: NO LAUGHING MATTER.  And in little white letters below the somewhat ironic symbology for poop CONTACT YOUR LOCAL FAMILY CENTER FOR MORE INFORMATION.  I truly respect the Armed Forces but just have one question for the propaganda heads of AFN; why?
 I’m flipping through the channels when my 7-year old brother bursts through the door, he has a look of determination and giddiness that shows all over his face.   He’s on a mission, a mission to gloat.  He runs up to my couldn’t- care- less position on the couch, eyes bugging out of their sockets and an uncontainable smile budding.  He’s excited about something so I play his game.  I sit up straight and lean towards him, all ears.  
“Guess what Justy.”He’s practically peeing his pants.

“What Nick?” I try and comply.

“I know why I run so fast and why I don’t get hurt easily. Like yesterday when I fell off my bike but I didn’t have any scratches.”  He’s building up the momentum.

“And why is that?” I’m the big sis, why not play along?
“I’m the Chosen One.”

I did not see that one coming.

“You know like Harry and… and… and Luke.”

“Mhmmm.”  I don’t want to be the one to have to tell him.  I’ll leave that to Mom. 

Speaking of.  My mom reaches the bottom of the stairs and wanders into the TV room where me and my brother reside, she’s followed by my sister, Mena,  who’s eternally attached to the laptop, her eyes are locked on the glowing panel before her.  Facebook has taken souls.

My brother doesn’t waste any time in breaking the news to Mom and Mena; that he, Nicholas Porter Fiscina, is the Chosen One, just like Harry and Luke.

As expected my mother explains in that all-knowing voice to him that he is not the Chosen One because there is no such thing , yet he will always be special.  Mom can always deliver the cold, hard truth with at least a little sugar-coating.
My mother then takes the clicker from my hand and muses, “It’s Mom’s TV time.”  That means that an endless marathon of home improvement shows is about to take place.  That’s my cue to leave.   

I wander outside, again looking for any breathing teenage soul.  I need to find some new friends before I end up sitting at a high-school lunch table alone.  That, my friend, is the worst fear of many an adolescent.  I will not let that become my reality.

I drift through the compound and end up at the public pool.  Curious, I lean my body up against the pool’s metal- bar perimeter, it’s warmed from the summer sun.  Some kids are playing a game of Marco Polo and others are just splashing around.  I see this one golden haired toddler sitting in the corner of the pool, seemingly out of place, his face is one of pure concentration. And then that tiny, transfixed face relaxes itself in gradual degrees. He looks relieved and embarassed at the same time.  Oh.  The kid swims away from his tiny corner of the pool and joins the kids playing Marco Polo, looking smug.  
Right then, a tall, brown-haired guy with a scraggly body approaches me.  “Hey.”
I’m about to say hey back when I notice something strange.  The guy has blue eyes, that’s normal enough, but he has red spots on the whites of his eyes. They are extremely disconcerting. So instead I bluntly ask him, “Have you been in the pool?”

He tells me no.  And then realizing where my question had sprung from he tells me it’s an allergic reaction to the asphalt that lay at our feet.

Strange enough.  

The guy’s name was Eric.  He was really nice and actually interested in what I had to say.  He was a pretty interesting expat himself.  He’d lived in Saudi Arabia, Germany, Northern Ireland, and now here; Japan.  We talked about a lot of things, from the genius of Bob Dylan to the idiocy of politics and then over to that little determined face of the golden haired boy. 
 It was late by the time we said goodbye and the pool had been shut down due to a “technical problem”.  We walked back to my apartment and before I could open the door, Eric said,
“I liked talking to you.”

I smiled, as did he, and walked into my apartment.

It wasn’t romantic.  No, the setting might have been perfect and all the right things might have been  said, but my relationship with Eric was not romantic, it was a friendship.  That sounds mushy and well- rehearsed.  But, it’s true.  And honestly when you live a life like mine, it’s hard.  Friends are my connection to each place I’ve lived.  Memories.  Thoughts.  I’d finally made my connection to Tokyo.  I was home.  
*****

3yrs later

I’m looking at my Purikura scrapbook.  Purikura, being a Japanese photo booth, is complete with an automatic airbrush and shiny eye effect to cover all imperfections.  My friends and I look like Manga heroes and heroines.  I smile and sigh.  
I’m in Brazil for Senior year.  I don’t know anyone.  But that’s my life, moving to new places, adapting to new environments.  I know I’m damn lucky.  I can do this.

I walk outside and see Rio before me.  A guy passes by, his pants hanging low and Flintstone boxers peeping out.  I smile and breathe. 
