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Characters

Ikuko Kanazawa: an office worker in Tokyo.
Hiroshi Masuda: lkuko’s boyfriend.

Bernard Chiluba: an African student.
Lucretia: a Brazilian student.

Mike: a photography teacher.

Joyce Mutanga: a media-scientist.

Fatima: head of the Red Sea Research Centre.
Taka: a researcher at the Centre.

Sven: a researcher at the Centre.
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Part1 Going away

Chapter 1 The promise

‘Are we really eating here, Hiroshi?” Tkuko stopped by the
door of the expensive Tokyo restaurant, looking unsure.

Hiroshi smiled as he held the door open for her. ‘Of
course. It’s your birthday. Everything’s arranged.’

Inside, the big room was almost full. Well-dressed
people talked softly together. The waiter showed lkuko and
Hiroshi to their table and brought them a bottle of wine.
Tkuko felt a little nervous. This wasn’t the sort of place they
usually came to. But when Hiroshi smiled at her across the
table, with his dark hair falling into his eyes as usual, she
felt better.

Hiroshi raised his glass. ‘Happy birthday, lkuko,” he
said. ‘How does it feel to be twenty-three?’

She smiled. ‘I can’t believe it. I still feel sixteen.’

As they came to the end of their meal, they fell silent
and looked at one another. There was a candle burning on
the table and lkuko could see its light in Hiroshi’s eyes.
After 2 moment Hiroshi put his hand in the pocket of his
jacket, and brought out a little box.

‘Ikuko,” he said, and then stopped. ‘Tkuko, you know
how I feel about you. I've never met anyone else like you.
I'd like you to have this. I'd like us to stay together always.’

He handed the box across the table to Ikuko. She opened
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it, her hands shaking. Inside there was a ring. It was a
simple ring, perfectly chosen for her by someone who loved
her. But part of her was thinking, ‘“This isn’t happening to
me.” It was as if she was watching someone in a movie.

She knew her parents liked Hiroshi. He was a
considerate man who had done well in his company and
would look after Tkuko, their only daughter. Her friends
liked him too — he was kind and always ready to help
anyone with a problem. Ikuko knew that she liked being
with Hiroshi and thar he'd never made her feel unhappy for
a moment. She couldn’t imagine her life without him. So
why did the idea of marrying him seem like a door closing
on the future?

Hiroshi put his hand on hers. Tkuko looked up at him.
‘Hiroshi. I do love you. Bur ... if we get married now,
what will I do then?’

Tll look after you. You won't need to work any more.
You'll have time to do all the things you want to do’
Hiroshi spoke with his usual optimism. “You can carry on
with your English classes and do more of the things you
enjoy ... things like your photography. We can get a flat -
maybe even a house one day, with a garden for the children.’

‘It sounds lovely,” replied Ikuko. ‘But I'm younger than
you. I've never really done anything. I just went straight
into the Hayakawa company after college. You've done lots
of things — you've travelled and studied in America. You've
learnt something about the world.’

‘Ikuko, people talk about travelling as such a great thing,
but what I found is that I like Japan best. I had American
friends, sure, but we never got very close. You can never
really understand someone from another culture. Believe
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me, the most beautiful places and the people who matter
most are the ones in your own country, your own home.

Ikuko thought shed be happy with Hiroshi. Shed
imagined spending her life with him — just not so soon. She
knew she would have to tell him how she felt. But before she
could find the words, Hiroshi found them for her.

‘Ikuko, I remember how much I once wanted to travel.
And I don’t want you to miss that chance if it’'s what you
really want. So if you want to go and swudy for a few
months, in America or in England, I can wait for you.’

‘He understands so well, thought Ikuko. Suddenly,
everything seemed clear.

“Yes,” she said at last. ‘I think I need a few months to see
things for myself. To grow up a little more. Will you wait
for me? Then I'll come back and we can get married.’

‘Don’t grow up too much, Ikuko. I like you just as you
are,” said Hiroshi. Gently he put the ring onto her finger.

* * *

Two months later, Ikuko turned off her computer in the
big office in the Hayakawa building for the last time.
Outside, the Tokyo sky was dark and lights were already
shining in the tall office buildings. She got up from her
desk and went across the room, past the desk of old Mr
Honma, the office manager. He looked up as she walked
past. ‘Well, Tkuko, so it’s goodbye. We'll miss you. Where
are you going to in England, anyway? London?’

‘No — a place called Birmingham,’ Ikuko replied.

‘Never heard of it. Is it beautiful there?” he asked.

I don’t know. But I'll bring lots of photos back.’
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She went to get her jacket. It was a cold December day
and she pulled on a warm hat in front of the mirror. She
looked at herself. The girl looking back at her out of the
mirror did not look very different from the girl who had
started work there more than two years before: a pale
serious face with long straight hair and a pointed chin. She
wondered how this next year would change her — living in
England, and then the wedding.

On the train journey home, Ikuko sat and thought abour
the past two years. She'd been lucky to get the job in the
Hayakawa company. Lucky because it was a good company
and she found the work interesting, And lucky because she'd
met Hiroshi there.

She remembered the day theyd met. It had been lateon a
Friday afternoon. She'd only been working there for a few
weeks and she was still feeling unsure of herself. She was
entering numbers on the computer for a sales program. But
the results looked wrong. She took a deep breath and went
up to Mr Honma's desk to tell him. Mr Honma hadn’t been
very helpful, but he'd arranged for one of the programmers
to have a look.

Half an hour later Tkuko had looked up to see a rall
man, young and with rather untidy hair, coming across the
room towards her. He stopped and introduced himself.

‘U'm Hiroshi Masuda. 1 hear you have some problems
with the sales program,” he said.

Tkuko explained and Hiroshi listened carefully, then sat
down and did some work on the computer. Suddenly he
stopped and looked up at her, brushing his hair out of his
eyes. He was excited. ‘Youre absolutely right. There’s a
mistake in the program. 1 knew there was something wrong
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