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O N E

the pharmaceutical evidence of david’s anguish was 
spread out on the table. The Japanese customs officer examined 
the pill bottles one at time. David wasn’t sure if the woman spoke 
English, so when she picked up his sleeping pills, he said, “For 
sleep,” and feigned sleeping. When she scrutinized his migraine 
medication, he said, “That’s for headaches,” and rubbed his 
temples.

The woman now turned to look at David. The expression on her 
face made David think she was waiting for an answer to a question. 
He looked at her helplessly, wondering if his poorly planned escape 
from Canada would end in this white room.

It was then that David realized the woman was wiggling a package 
of laxatives between her thumb and forefinger. Apparently she was 
looking forward to his next exercise in charades.

The suggestion of humour allowed David to relax, and the officer 
began repacking his suitcase more neatly than she had found it.

As she zipped up the bag, she asked, “Why have you come to Japan?”
The tone of her voice suggested that this was not an official ques-

tion. It sounded like she was making friendly conversation, and 
David considered confessing everything to her.

Finally he said, “I just had to get away from home for a while.”
“Of course.” The woman smiled. “Like all the rest.”

 

david’s journey to tokyo had been precipitated by a series of 
events that began with a pact made in a rowboat almost two years 
earlier.

The night of David’s graduation from teachers’ college, he and his 
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girlfriend, Joanna, had walked down to a dock behind the Winder-
mere Manor Hotel.

“We’re graduates,” said Joanna, jumping into an aluminum fishing 
boat beside the dock.

“Feels good,” said David.
“Feels scary.”
Joanna lay back in the boat, the fabric of her dress sticking to the 

dew on the wood. She said, “I hear they’re looking for vets up north.”
“North? Like the Arctic?”
“No. Sudbury. North Bay.”
David sat on the dock and unclipped the rope that moored the boat.
“Would you go to North Bay?” Joanna asked.
“Would you go if I didn’t?”
“We have to start somewhere. Unless your plan is to set me adrift.”
“I’d go to North Bay,” said David.
“We need money,” said Joanna. “Wherever one of us gets a job, 

that’s where we’ll go.” She sat up. “Deal?”
David jumped into the boat, and Joanna grabbed his suit-jacket 

to keep him from falling over the side. They floated around, looking 
at stars. Music from the party drifted in and out with the breeze.

“Well?” said Joanna. “Is it a deal?”
“I guess so,” said David. “We’re in the same boat.”
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T W O

david took the train from Narita Airport into Tokyo. He 
had reservations for two nights at a ryokan, a small family-run inn 
near the Ikebukuro district. David had been expecting a hotel, but 
his friend Mitchell had made the arrangements for him.

The ryokan was in a quiet residential area, nestled among neatly 
manicured cedar trees. David’s room was large and bright, and 
featured a traditional tatami-mat floor and rice-paper doors. Most 
travellers would have found the ryokan to be a peaceful oasis, but 
David was unnerved by family members entering his room unex-
pectedly to serve tea or leave towels. He could not figure out how 
to change the channel on the television and spent much of the first 
night watching a sumo wrestling tournament.

Breakfast was a communal affair, served around a long table, 
with guests seated on the floor. David was forced to wedge his legs 
awkwardly under the table. During one repositioning he lifted the 
entire table, causing the other travellers to lunge for their sloshing 
cups and bowls.

The shower stall in David’s bathroom had a wooden stool in it, 
with a nozzle halfway up the wall. David’s interpretation of the 
set-up was that he was expected to sit on the stool while washing. 
But there was no way he could sit on the tiny seat, so he ended up 
lying on his back with his feet up on the wall. He held the stool 
upside down on his belly, the warm water running over it: a lost 
astronaut in a leaky porcelain rocket.

only one month into his job search, David had landed a teaching 
position at an elementary school in Dumford Mills, forty minutes 
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south of Ottawa. The offer to teach at Emily Carr Public School was 
a total fluke, a happy turn of events that David attributed to his rural 
upbringing. At his interview, he and the principal had talked as much 
about farm practices as teaching practices.

That summer, David and Joanna found a farmhouse for rent 
outside Dumford Mills. It was old and drafty but possessed enough 
rural charm to make them feel at home. The farmland around the 
house was rented out to a neighbouring farmer who planted corn. 
The owners of the farm had retired to Ottawa, and they encouraged 
David and Joanna to spruce things up wherever they were inspired.

During their first few weeks of country living, Joanna went on a 
baking spree, making muffins and pies for the neighbours, hoping to 
ease any suspicions about the strangers from southwestern Ontario. 
David sprayed insulating foam into the cracks of the house, his 
coveralls and mask making him look like a mad exterminator.

One night Joanna was on the phone, complaining to her mother 
about mice and raccoons and leaky sheds.

“Oh dear, Joanna,” her mother said. “Are you happy out there?”
“Mom, you have to visit. The house needs a lot of work, and I 

complain, but there are so many stars and an old well, and a dinner 
bell. A dinner bell! Mom, really, it’s perfect.”
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T H R E E

the time change from canada to Japan meant that David 
was sleeping most of the day and watching TV through the night. 
Mitchell had reserved two nights for David at the ryokan so he could 
recuperate from his flight and prepare for the second leg of the trip 
to Kyoto.

Mitchell had taught English in Tokyo the year before. He had told 
David, “Tokyo is no place for a farm boy. That town will eat you up.”

Despite the warning, on David’s second night in Tokyo he 
wandered out into the street. The air smelled like car exhaust and 
burned sesame oil. David looked down the narrow road, trying to 
memorize the way back to his lodgings. A miniature flatbed truck 
drove slowly down the road, an announcement playing from a loud-
speaker. The driver leaned out the window and casually asked David 
a question in Japanese.

From the way he spoke, David thought he might be saying, “Nice 
night, isn’t it?” so David said, “Yes.”

The driver stopped the truck and hopped out of his seat. He 
opened what looked like a cast-iron barbecue on the back of the 
truck. Smoke poured out. With a pair of tongs, the man grabbed 
something wrapped in tinfoil and put it in a cardboard cone. He 
handed the cone to David and awaited payment.

David pulled a handful of Japanese coins from his pocket and held 
them out. The man took what he needed and drove away.

David found a bench and unwrapped his accidental purchase. The 
Tokyo night was cool and damp. In the nine-hundred-year-old city, 
home to thirty-five million people, David Woods sat under a statue 
of Buddha and ate a baked potato.
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david pulled an iron grill out of the farmhouse woodstove and 
leaned it against the wall. Joanna stood in the living room doorway, 
waiting for David to make eye contact. David dumped a shovel full 
of ashes out of the woodstove into a tin bucket. A cloud of dust rose 
from the bucket.

“I got the job.”
“Which place?” asked David.
“Moreland Large Animal Veterinary.”
“You don’t seem happy.”
“It’s only two mornings a week.”
David used the sleeve of his shirt to wipe ashes off the hardwood 

floor. “It’s a start. It’s a foot in the door.”
“Don Moreland claims he’s a large-animal vet, but the place is full 

of cats and dogs. I don’t know if it’s my thing.”
Joanna had ridden horses most of her life and had specialized in 

farm animal care at veterinary school. Growing up, her family had 
welcomed an assortment of animals into their home, and Joanna 
had declared her intention to be a vet at a very early age. Her mother 
enjoyed telling a story of six-year-old Joanna bandaging a cat that 
had no particular ailment.

“There’s hundreds of farms around here,” said David. “If it doesn’t 
work out, a vet somewhere is going to need help.”

“It’s easy for you to be optimistic when a great job just fell in your 
lap.”

Indeed, David’s first day at Emily Carr Public School had been 
full of handshakes and warm wishes. One of the students, Carrie 
Connelly, gave David a Mason jar full of wine gums. Anna Metz gave 
David a tin of homemade oatmeal cookies.

On David’s second day of teaching there was an assembly, and 
David was introduced to the school. One of his students, Jesse 
Young, announced into a microphone, “Presenting Mr. Woods, the 
only teacher who can look down on Mr. Kressler!”

Jeff Kressler turned out to be the gym teacher, who was also tall.
Emily Carr was a small school with a population evenly split 
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between rural students and students from a large new housing 
development on the north side of Dumford Mills. The new subdivi-
sion was full of professionals commuting to Ottawa. David’s initial 
impression was that both student groups — rural and suburban 
— would be easier to teach than the inner-city students in London, 
where he had done his practice-teaching placements.

David’s fourth-grade class consisted of fourteen girls and ten 
boys. David organized the class into six groups of four and tried to 
implement many of the collaborative learning techniques he had 
been taught at teachers’ college.

The classroom tables were organized into a semi-circle. Whether 
it was because of the seating arrangement or the multicultural 
dynamic of the class, David began introducing lessons by declaring, 
“This session of the United Nations will now come to order!”
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