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Yumoto, near Clementi

   The chef from Benkei is sitting outside. He doesn’t look 
happy and the restaurant is dark. Most disappointing. 
I’d hoped to  question him and his customers. The 
interviews would add life to my story about furikake 
consumption patterns and projections.  
   To make my report truly outstanding, I need to do 
‘field work’, as they say; man in the street interview 
type stuff. I need something to blast my article out 
of the condiments section and onto the cover of 
Restaurant Choice magazine. Let the other contributors 
mindlessly repeat government statistics, let them 
rewrite company fact sheets. I am a writer. A writer of 
thoroughness, a writer with a personal touch. I make 
food statistics come alive. The Nabokov of nutritional 
journalism-that’s me!

   Benkei should’ve been good. Usually it’s packed with 
families and I’d expected to hear about favorite brands 
and flavors, maybe even furikake family recipes. 
Employees from the big Japanese trading companies 
also eat at Benkei and from them I’d hoped to learn 
about shipping schedules, tonnage and import duties. 
No luck. The chef notices me, nods and goes back to 
staring at the rain.
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 Around the corner I go, past the gaudy Japanese CD 
shop, to Akari. Akari is a dark and mysterious place. 
The food is great but the old wooden carvings on the 
shelves, the tourism posters on the walls, the lights- 
everything has been stained by time and cigarette 
smoke. 
  I imagine that in a corner, behind a glass of sake, I’ll 
find a one legged sea captain, full of stories about the 
wild days of Singapore: “Furikake was number three 
on the list. First things the pirates wanted was alcohol 
and tobacco. After that, they wanted furikake. Aye 
matey, when I had to assign security patrols, priority 
was always booze, smokes and furikake. Then came 
pantyhose, but not so muchlah.”
Akari attracts a crowd that is difficult to categorize. 
The bookworm, for example. Depending on his mood 
he either talks up a storm or remains motionless for 
hours, moving only to sip tea or turn pages.
The Japanese scuba diving club from Nanyang 
University might be there; tanned, chatty and rich. 
They probably know more about crème brulee than 
they do about furikake. There’s also the lonely-looking 
student from Akita, where they have the honey 
furikake festival. I hope he knows about it, I really 
hope he’s there.
    The Japanese workers might be around, surrounded 
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by empty plates and  half-full glasses. I will explain 
myself cautiously in Japanese.  Quizzical amused looks 
until I say, “Biiru nomimashoka?” That’ll break the ice 
and we’ll all laugh. A few hours from now I’ll have a 
page or two of good drunken notes about furikake. 
   I will interview couples. Later, in my article, I will 
portray them with the sadness of a Wan Kar Wai 
movie. 
   Akari, however, looks like a wet Japanese ghost town. 
The line of red lanterns is shut off and the bamboo 
fence for the patio has been pulled in. No bookworm, 
no beer, no interviews.

   So down the corridor I go again, past the car dealer 
and the shop selling Japanese chocolates. Success! 
Kurami is open!
   Kurami is the izakaya where my girlfriend and I had 
split a grilled mackerel and a flask of sake. The owner 
had been friendly and talkative, reminiscing about the 
boom two decades ago, how the place was “99% full 
of Japanese every night.” 
   My girlfriend had said the owner of Kurami “was a 
character.” And she was: she wore a French maid’s 
apron over a pink cashmere sweater. Very short hair, 
hoop earrings and bright red lipstick. She smoked 
small cigars. I will take her photo. Photojournalistic 
portraits for Restaurant Choices! Let’s see the 
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Industrial Kitchenware writers top that!

   I slide open the door. I am in the wrong place, I 
think. When we’d been there, it felt like a small jazz 
club with a sushi bar. But now there are balloons and 
parents and loud kids and a cake and a young woman 
behind the cash register. A Filipina waitress.
   This means I have to try Yumoto if I want to interview 
anyone. I don’t want to go there. We were there a year 
ago, but I remember it like yesterday…

   “This could be Japan.” 
   I slide the door closed and step in behind you. 
Japanese pop music gently plays and there is a big 
poster of Mt. Fuji. Guarding the cash register is a small 
statue of a dark brown raccoon. He is smiling and 
holding a flask. His testicles touch the ground. 
I agree with you: “Hai. So desu ne.”  Yes, this could 
be Japan.
   A young woman in a neat waitress outfit leads us 
to a table and I order sake. We casually look around 
the room. Your lips form a smile. We both lean forward 
and look into each other’s eyes for a beautifully long 
moment.
   The waitress arrives with the sake, sets the menus 
down and leaves. 
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   “If I say your eyes sparkle with life, is that a bad 
thing?”
   “No, of course, not. Why would that be bad?”
   “Because I thought you’d want me to say “I love 
you.” I can say it. But the phrase just seems so cliché, 
so common. So abused. And I hope what I feel for you 
is obvious. What I feel will last forever. I am not sure 
if people mean it like that when they say ‘I love you.’ 
Soul mate…that kind of thing, that’s what I mean... 
purity…”
   “Thank you for saying that. I love you too, you know. 
The soulmate kind. The forever kind.” 
   The menu has no English words; we look at pictures 
and point. The waitress politely nods, writes in a 
notepad and leaves. Wordlessly, we toast: to us, to 
Saturday night, to happiness. Contentment. Forever. 
 
You smile at my long glance at the girls wearing bikinis 
in the beer ads. At the top of another wall, a small 
delicate rake made of bamboo, decorated with red, 
black and gold. Beneath the rake a messy bookshelf 
jammed with manga and magazines. Around the 
corner, the sushi bar. The room smells of rice, grilled 
fish and green tea.
I point to the rake. “Kakkome.” A rake to pull in good 
fortune and money. We toast again, to ‘good fortune’ 
and ‘money’.
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   The rice soup arrives, simply flavored with pickled 
plum tea and pieces of salmon. Then, my favorite, 
sabazushi, preserved mackerel pressed onto pickled 
rice. I’m very happy when you say “This is really 
good.”
   “This silver blue is an unusual color to eat.” Your 
voice makes me tranquil.
      
   The couple across the room speak harsh Japanese, 
constantly repeating the word “Singapore”. I 
reluctantly translate their grumblings. Another flask 
arrives with a pair of grilled onigiri rice balls. The 
couple’s words fade away and they leave. 
   You tell a low stress story from your office, I tell a 
low stress story from mine. So and so broke up with so 
and so. I mention my blog and you tell me about the 
gym. Pleasant bla bla bla.
   “What do you want to do tomorrow? “
   Ideas float across the table. 
   “We could see a movie.” A perfect answer requiring 
no immediate serious thought or action. Steam swirls 
over my tea. 
   I tap a small cloud towards you. “Yes we could. I’ll 
get a paper in the morning.”
   Your cloud floats back. The fluorescent light reflects 
in my tea like a small sun on a pale green sea.
   “Or we could finally check out the reservoir? Maybe 
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Labrador Park and then the Korean place? It won’t be 
crowded on a Sunday…”  These are also good ideas: 
everything is near and no tickets need to be bought, 
no phone calls need to be made. We can decide 
tomorrow and easily drift through the day.
   “Or if it rains, we could just stay in. I brought a book.” 
Your face is neutral, beautiful, seductive, innocent, 
absentminded and focused all at once. You move 
the chopsticks away from your lips and pull your hair 
back, revealing part of your neck. “I guess we’ll just 
see what happens.” 
   I repeat your words slowly: “Yeah, I guess we’ll just 
see what happens.” 
   I walk over and pay the bill, which is neatly itemized 
in English. I show it to you. You smile and smile again 
at the waitress, who beams and bows. On the bill is a 
cute sketch of the two of us. Above us it says ‘thank 
you.’ Below us it says ‘Come again’.
   We step outside of Yumoto, reaching for each other’s 
hands beneath the red paper lantern. 
   A dusty clump of inkstick bamboo is just in front of 
the parking lot. “Ah… something else that is uniquely 
Singaporean”.
    I gently tug you towards the plants and point to the 
red and green stalks, vibrant even beneath the dust.
   “Another thing? What’s the other? We had Japanese 
food.”
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    “You. You are unique, you are Singaporean. But 
you’re certainly not a thing. I wish I could think 
of something clever to say, to better describe how 
magical you are.’
   You put a finger to my lips to stop the flow of my 
terribly clumsy words. We kiss quickly for a long 
time.

   Back to my apartment beneath the full moon. Walking 
slowly. Here’s a puzzle: Think of a three syllable word 
which begins with ‘g’ and ends with ‘t’. ‘Government’ 
can’t be used.
   There is little traffic and the HDBs are empty. We are 
holding hands.
   “Gigglement” I say.
   “Idiot” you say.
   “Goosiment” I say after a bit of thought, “it’s 
French.”
   You are quiet. 
   “Next time, we’ll go to a French restaurant, maybe 
that one near your office. I don’t think they have foie 
gras, but maybe they’ll have goosiment. Goosiment 
sounds like something made of goose and mint, but 
actually, it’s a large croissant, sliced partially open 
and peeled back so that it looks like a clam with horns. 
Then olive butter is spread inside and it gets filled 
with things like thin small slices of cheese, pieces of 
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ham and slivers of apple. It’s one of those things that 
everyone makes differently. Anyway, then you toast 
it, close it and voila: a goosiment. “
   We’re near my place.
   “Wives of French miners in the Alsace started 
making them centuries ago. They’d wrap them up in 
cloth and the miners would have warm meals hours 
later. Then in the nineties, goosiment became trendy 
in Paris. Now, there’s even a chain: Goosimentbucks. 
Last time I was there, I had a goosiment grande. Place 
was full of yuppies, but the goosiment was good.”
   You punch me.
   We kiss.
   We kiss again in the elevator.

   After we shower, I light candles, like always. The 
open window pours a delicious breeze over the bed. 
The flames quiver. I breathe you.
   “I want to tell you something…”
   “Yes?...”
   “Gradient.”
   “Gradient?”
   “…Three syllables, starts with ‘g’…”
   A punch that becomes a hug.
 
   Now I’m outside of Yumoto. The parking lot is before 
me, with the AYE expressway after that. Everything 
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glistens from the rain and the inkstick bamboo shines 
with slashes of bright red.
   I sit at a table set for four. Next to my laptop is a 
white flask of sake and a small cup. On the light blue 
rectangular plate is one piece of sabazushi. Dusty 
moths circle the paper lantern.

   When I slid the door open an hour ago, the main 
room was full and noisy. The chef seemed to be 
from China and the furikake is probably a common 
brand from Daimaru department store. The waitress 
doesn’t know much. There is no point in talking to the 
manager: she always ignores my Japanese, vacantly 
replying with a minimum of English words and no eye 
contact.

   A wave of customers pours out. A mother and a 
daughter rush to their car. A family, trailed by a small 
zombie with a Playstation. Three Japanese men in 
grey uniforms stumble out, loudly saying they were 
surprised, then repeating themselves...”Honto ni! 
Bikkurishita! Bikkurishita!”

   I go in to give my money to the woman who will not 
look at me.    
   “This could be Japan.”
   A salaryman is in front of me. I look at the Mt. Fuji 



16

poster, the bikini beer poster girls. The rake for good 
fortune, the familiar Japanese pop music, the smiling 
raccoon statue by the cash register. The salaryman 
opens his wallet and I look for yen. I pay, I am ignored, 
I leave. I feel betrayed.
 
   I walk home. The rain has stopped. Chinese aunties 
chat on benches, dogs are being walked and fast food 
employees are returning home. Malay kids on bikes 
chase each other. Beneath my HDB, Indian men sit 
at a circular concrete table with a bottle of Chivas, 
orange sodas and a pile of peanuts. 
   A man and a woman laugh in a parked car. Another 
couple does homework together. A man and a woman 
laugh in a parked car. A young pair sit chastely as 
they share a small TV. A man and a woman laugh in 
a parked car. As I wait for the elevator I pretend to 
ignore a couple kissing in the darkness of the park. 
Upstairs, with sudden determination. 
Each black step is a descent. Past my floor, past 
the room where her hair is still on the bed. Our bed. 
Worse than a snake, it does nothing. An orchid’s been 
knocked over.
   Finally. Ultimately. A slice of moon, the edge of 
things. Now I understand why ninety percent of them 
take off their shoes. 
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   The big wind. A small ‘why’ falls into an enormous 
‘no’. Our words are dead lines. Empty laundry poles.
Blood disappears as the air sprinkles Chinese ashes 
onto the parking lot. So this is gravity. A man and a 
woman laugh in a parked car.

.
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Writing Furikake

Dearest reader,

   Thank you for reading this. I do not know how this 
found its way to you, but I hope it is worth your time 
and money.
   You are reading a piece called Writing Furikake. 
   I will tell you right now that it is not very good. It is 
what I call “Saturday writing”. Saturday writing is the 
kind of writing that frustrated writers do on Saturdays 
or late on Sunday nights. Now, these frustrated writers 
can be very good and many are very good. However 
when something is written out of a forced sense of 
obligation, the result is rarely memorable. So, why am 
I sharing this piece of poor, forced Saturday writing 
with you? The answer is easy: I need to pad my word 
count.
   OK, I actually am not a frustrated Saturday writer. 
It is now Wednesday, 2:11 a.m. and I really should 
start rewriting the condominium sales blurbs which 
are expected tomorrow morning. I would not be doing 
this at this time if I were not serious.

   So, yes I am serious, war zone serious. Being so 
deadly serious, I must inform you of a serious problem 
plaguing this book. I will also demonstrate the simple 
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solution to this serious problem. However, the simple 
solution is not serious.

   As a few rough drafts of this book were completed, a 
problem became clear: the word ‘furikake’ is annoying 
when it is repeated. A page does not become a 
meditative mantra if it chants ‘furikake’ every six 
lines or so. ‘Furikake’, when used repeatedly does 
NOT become a smug joke or a cute literary device. 
   If “furikake” appears on a page more than once, 
its repetition overpowers the delicate sentiment and 
interplay of the other words, phrases and ideas. Unlike 
garlic or salt which can obviously dominate culinary 
creations (Holy guacamole! That’s way too salty!), 
the word ‘furikake’ almost creates an unpleasant 
sensation, its literary flavor somewhere between 
‘French fries’ and ‘kelp’. On the page, ‘furikake’ is a 
leftover quiche that is “probably” OK to eat. This is 
sad, because furikake is a simple and marvelous thing 
to eat.
   Part of the problem is the rhythm of furikake; foo ree 
ka ke. In Japanese the ‘ke’ would be pronounced as’ 
kay, but is often mispronounced outside of Japan as 
‘key’, just as sake is often mispronounced as’ sa key’, 
when the correct pronunciation is ‘sa kay’.

   Furikake: it could be a mob calling for the release 
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of a political prisoner named Khaki. Free Khaki, Free 
Khaki, Free Khaki now! Or, it could be a give away for 
clothes: Free khaki jackets! Aisle three, while supplies 
last! 
   But the above thoughts give the word ‘furikake -and 
the sounds used to pronounce it, more energy than 
they can handle. The eight letters and four syllables 
of furikake hint at ambition, but ultimately the word is 
uncomfortable in the spotlight. Furikake, is after all, a 
seasoning for rice, not a main course.
   To be fair, in Japanese the word works beautifully. 
Furikake is derived from furikakeru, meaning to sprinkle 
over. The sounds match the action; onomatopoeia, 
something the Japanese language does wonderfully.
But, in English the word just doesn’t work; the double 
hardness of the ‘k’ sounds at the end cancel the 
dreamy furi part in the beginning. 

   As promised: the solution. Easy. The solution is 
substitution. As you read, substitute another word or 
phrase whenever you see ‘furikake’. Below are some 
examples.

Original text:
   As she was leaving for the airport, we stood on the 
cold empty platform, awkward, unhappy and silent. 
Far away a tiny light appeared on the parallel tracks; 
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the train that would take her away. I broke the silence. 
“They have furikake at the supermarket in Jurong 
East.”
   This could have been a code. She had always bought 
the furikake, from a store by her office near City Hall, 
the kind of store that expats like. If it had been a code, 
it would have meant that I was no longer expecting 
her to share evenings of wine and rice with furikake.
But it wasn’t a code; I was just stating a fact. We didn’t 
need codes. If we were to stop seeing each other, 
we wouldn’t say it with furikake, as though we were 
cryptic characters in a black and white French movie.
 
Substitution example 1
   As she was leaving for the airport, we stood on the 
cold empty platform; awkward, unhappy and silent. 
Far away a tiny light appeared on the parallel tracks; 
the train that would take her away. I broke the silence. 
“They have organic goat butter at the supermarket in 
Jurong East.”
   This could have been a code. She had had always 
bought the organic goat butter, from a store by her 
office near City Hall, the kind of store that expats like. 
If it had been a code, it would have meant that I was 
no longer expecting her to share evenings of wine and 
rice with organic goat butter.
   But it wasn’t a code; I was just stating a fact. We 
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didn’t need codes. If we were to stop seeing each 
other, we wouldn’t say it with organic goat butter, 
as though we were cryptic characters in a black and 
white French movie.

Substitution example 2
   As she was leaving for the airport, we stood on the 
cold empty platform; awkward, unhappy and silent. 
Far away a tiny light appeared on the parallel tracks; 
the train that would take her away would soon arrive. 
I broke the silence. 
   “They have hairless Chihuahuas at the supermarket 
in Jurong East.”
   This could have been a code. She had had always 
bought the hairless Chihuahuas, from a store by her 
office near City Hall, the kind of store that expats like. 
If it had been a code, it would have meant that I was 
no longer expecting her to share evenings of wine and 
rice, with our hairless Chihuahuas nearby.
   But it wasn’t a code; I was just stating a fact. We 
didn’t need codes. If we were to stop seeing each 
other, we wouldn’t say it with hairless Chihuahuas, 
as though we were cryptic characters in a black and 
white French movie.
   The light of the train was no longer a dot. Soon the 
metal beast would roar into the station, blowing our 
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hair like it does in the movies and she would take two 
steps away from me. The years of joy and intimacy 
would be forever ended by the guillotine of the MRT 
sliding doors.
   She turned to me to utter what would likely be the 
last words I would ever watch her lips make. There 
were tears in her eyes.
   “I hope,” she said, turning her head from mine to look 
in the direction of the train. “I hope,”she repeated, 
“that hairless Chihuahuas are cheaper there.”

   Perhaps now you see some of the difficulties writers 
face. When exercises such as the one above yield so 
many exciting possibilities, it is difficult to stay on 
track. The substitution exercise is an old favorite of 
mine, as it not only makes writers’ block disappear, 
it generates ideas galore. Some of these ideas, when 
pruned carefully, can yield sweet and wholesome 
literary fruits.
   However, temptation be damned! I have staked 
my literary life on ‘furikake’, a word as dynamic as 
furry slippers. Yes, dear reader, linguistically ‘furikake’ 
generates the enthusiasm of stale crackers, but I 
shall carry on as planned, against all odds. Viva la 
furikake!
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Two K.L.s

Margaret,
I wish you were here….

KL. KL. KL.

Yes, madness: like the night Sir Ian McKellan held you 
in the palm of his hand.

My room is becoming littered and your rice is finished 
and I shave rarely, whenever. Your shoes are outside 
and I hold my mouth against your phone and your 
things fall off the table. Y words.

At this moment you are on your way to work. Hopefully 
you will stay awake and get off where you are supposed 
to. I know you must be tired from your trip but I hope 
you will buy a paper at the station. We both know that 
would be unusual. 
I bought one this morning and sat where we usually 
have ginger tea and prata. Out of habit, I became 
antsy at 8:20 and started looking for the bus. I walked 
back here and began to hope that, on your lunch hour, 
you will read the theatre review about the King Lear 
Performance. I will reread it here at 12:10. 
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It is now 9:32 Monday morning, June 16th 2008. You 
were away for the past week and came back just 
after midnight.. During that time I received from you 
a single SMS of three words. While you were away I 
wrote nonstop, writing for you. 
    Here is what I wrote last Wednesday night, after I saw 
the first part of the King Lear Project at the National 
Public Library. It is not complete and it doesn’t make 
sense. It never will…

Your King Lear and my King Lear 

I went because of you. 
A difficult part of the future found me in the highest 
section, a few rows behind the students. I sat next to 
a beautiful stranger. My back was against the wall. 
Small talk. We were isolated together. 

I wrote notes in the dark.

The arty annoying beginning unraveled before a drunk 
father, Indian and nearly naked, screamed like he’d 
won the lottery. Funny ‘til he got angry and focused 
on his daughter. Very sadly, I yawned at the video 
cameras who were good memorizers. There were 
costumes sometimes and the awkwardness of being 
with people who share their intimacies too loudly in 
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public. Forced casualness.
   The cast took a bow and overlapping rows of thin 
shadows wrote on the floor. I should bellow this like 
King Lear: I AM WEARING YOUR CLOTHES AS I WRITE 
THIS.THESE ARE YOUR ORCHIDS. 
But I have no kingdom, nor daughters three. This HDB 
is my heath.

Months ago, as your KL was letting out, I watched 
you come down the stairs, perfect as a credit card 
commercial. Chandeliers. Everyone perfumed, 
everyone serious and enthusiastic, critiquing the 
performance as only overseas educated Singaporeans 
can. From afar I watched the eloquence of your lips. 

Like Latin, like the red velvet of a violin case, like 
economics. 

You deserve the Royal Shakespeare Company as often 
as you wish, you deserve highly literate friends who 
cook fabulously in their parents’ huge homes, you 
deserve an HDB or whatever it is you want. Onward!

I can see that torch only now, its heat small but 
sparkling against blue cool evening mountains. It was 
in a disco, too. It was in Home and at the Police. It was 
in every bite. 
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“Growth in our time” says the newspaper.

“No babe, let me.”

I waited until you’d finished, then walked out of the 
shadows, embarrassed to take you home. A madman 
with a goddess on a hot bus full of everyman. I got us 
lost. 

Are you at your desk or are you sitting on one of the 
chairs in the lobby? In a coffee shop?  Did I tell you I 
often scatter jewels like scraps of paper on the floor 
where your shadow still moves beneath the curtain 
by the bed ?

Would you love Awfully Chocolate forever do you think? 
I deleted it w/un petit salut as well as everything post 
M to ante T. Keep is OK, Faith is OK.

So, KL… today’s paper. 
The only magical moments were Shakespeare’s. 

Three actors played the same role but each played 
it differently. Ramesh Panicker was “booming and 
stately” as the Straits Times writer writes/wrote/had 
written.
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Are you reading with me now? It is 12:12...
. 
The same role was played by three actors, like K. 
Rajagopal’s King Lear: a diapered child in chains 
playing with madness. 

Are you reading with me now? It is 12:12...

One of three actors, Gerald Chew performed King Lear 
as though he were  a corporate head.

Are you reading with me now? It is 12:12...

Only the first scene was performed. I am sure you 
know it. 
They then pretended to talk like old friends. It is 
12:12..

CUT
Interior. HDB flat. Evening. A couple sit before a 
kitchen table, eating only rice and drinking wine.

RYU
Elizabeth was in it too. She carried a clipboard 
and was supposed to be a stage manager. The 
old scripted-but-supposed-to-be-not-scripted-

pseudospontaneous-postmodern-not-really-the-play-
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but-it-is-the-play trick.

RYU takes a swig of wine, uses the chopsticks to mix 
furikake and olive oil into what is left of his rice.

RYU
But Elizabeth’s lines (RYU emphasizes and elongates 
the word ‘lines’) were good. Basically she said that 
the daughter’s love for her father was so great that 

words were useless to describe it.

MARGARET
 (putting her rice down, she reaches for her wine)

Cordelia. You didn’t say her name. Cordelia is Lear’s 
youngest daughter, the one he loves the most. When 
he asks to hear how much she loves him and she is 

silent, he flies into a rage. Lear makes something out 
of nothing.

RYU
He makes something out of nothing?

MARGARET
        (Margaret is not an actress and in the following 
lines, she barely differentiates between the deeper 
voice of Lear and the young pure voice of Cordelia. 
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Her words are faint, absentminded.)
Nothing.
Nothing?

Nothing.
 

Nothing will come of nothing.
                                                     

CUT

As I wrote, this writing is a failure, nothing of 
importance. At my library King Lear, King Lear was 
a god, was a madman, was everyman. Three King 

Lears and 3 is a W on its side, you know :)
Past present, future.

In your King Lear, King Lear was an expensive old fab 
rock star wizard.
I should stop rewriting this now (too many tenses) and 
email this to you. If I email this now we can read the 
paper at the same time-you at your office, me here. 
We can still read together, can’t we? 
The night of the day that you left I wrote this in my 
program: the first time King Lear steps on stage, the 
tone of the performance is set.

Madness. I wish I knew a Shakespearean quote to 
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put here. But I can’t ask you for one anymore, can 
I? And would it be true for me/for us? In America, 
‘mad’ usually means ‘angry’….not this lossfeverish 
pounding bodybig 12:12 insanity.

BBQ winged angels and this furikake nonsense and 
burgers galore. Thank god I am not writing this.

Why so serious? Why worry about books, why worry 
about the world? Sago seeds-what for? 
Midnight words and awards must be given. Regardless. 
That’s the way of the world. As for me, I have colleagues 
and Keppel Nites and Wala Wala and Ferris Wheels.

An SMS
Two letters.

Three words.
Four acts.

All can be repeated, for language is for actors and all 
that’s worldly is a stage.
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The Eye of Flesh

A tiny flake of bonito meat functions as an eye; a 
recording device.  Images slowly tickle through a small 
strip of seaweed from the eye to a piece of baked 
chicken egg. The baked egg functions as a simple brain. 
All photochemical processes involved are remarkable 
yet appear to serve no practical purpose. This unique 
camera is impossibly delicate and destined to be very 
short lived.

Traditional film cameras have two blades touching 
each other, edge to edge. Behind this barricade, the 
film waits. The photographer pushes a button and the 
edges move away from each other and immediately 
return to reform their wall. If the scene is bright 
enough, the simple dance of these guillotines could 
happen in one thousandth of a second. 

Camera: a glass and metal mechanism used to guide, 
slice and trap light onto a light sensitive surface.

   To clearly “freeze” a ball in the air requires a shutter 
speed of about 1/500th of a second. A shutter speed 
of 1/125th of a second would clearly define most of 
the cars and people in a street scene. If the shutter is 
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open for more than 1/30th of a second, the movements 
of both the subject and photographer are recorded. 

   The bonito meat camera has no shutter. It stares 
like someone sleeping with open eyes. Everything is 
recorded but only motionless or very slowly moving 
objects are defined. At the end of the day, when the 
eye sees only black, recordings begin to seep towards 
the brain.

Can one experience two dreams at the same time? If 
so, how would they be remembered?

The eye is in a glass jar dusted with the powders 
of seasonings. The lens is not precise. Just as a 
surveillance camera is rarely extremely important, 
the eye has produced only three memorable images.

The first noteworthy image of the eye: light bulbs the 
size of salt crystals forming dozens of graceful parallel 
lines, each like white hair against black. The camera 
was created on a conveyor belt, and forced by fate 
to stare upwards. Its long and bumpy path towards 
the darkness of a box resulted in a celestial map of 
its birth.

Next, a self portrait that is a photograph that is a dark 
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movie with a happy ending.  On a table are a clear 
circular container of white rice and a full jar of furikake. 
Behind them, a white tiled wall. The objects glow with 
soft light. There are no edges and the shadows are 
soft grey blurs. 
The jar in the image does not contain the eye; the 
image was not created with a mirror. A new jar of 
furikake had been set on the table, in front of the 
camera. The eye’s thoughts on the new furikake jar 
are clear. 
   The sun rose on that day to reveal an intruder, an 
alien. Betrayal. Anger. Then, as the brightness of noon 
overlapped the morning’s shadows, feelings of self-
recognition appeared. Pale sunset colors suggest a 
heated exchange and a triumph. The result: a simple 
image with the complexity of a novel. However, 
the bonito camera has no memory of the image it 
produces.

Third: a recipe for forever.
 The shape of a man’s head peacefully floats near the 
top of the frame. At the bottom, in one of the layers, 
is a shadowy keyboard with a cloud of fingers. We see 
white tiles. A barely defined rectangle suggests the 
man’s body. On top of these images, like a ghost in 
front of a ghost, is a woman’s back. Her soft sinewy 
arm disappears into a blurry wedge of shoulder length 
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black hair. 
She has three profiles, each indistinctly emotional. Her 
morning face is desire, her evening face is tranquil. 
Her warm afternoon face overlaps his cold morning 
face. Her swollen lips defy the rest of the image, for 
they are nearly in focus, nearly sharp. In places the 
shapes of the lovers merge and repeat like rippled 
sand in shallow water. 
The long moments have been recorded with only flesh 
colors: the whites of eyes, the blacknesses of open 
mouths and the wet hues of a tongue’s underside. 
Golden skin tones. The camera recorded this with a 
dark chaos, like the moon stirring the flavors of the 
sea. 
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 Variety is the Spice of a Better 
Life

To: Captain Dennis Lee
From: Zaynab Mustafa, Director
         Tonalys Pte. Ltd. Persona division

Re: Transcription Project 20M8aNO

Dear Captain Lee,
The following transcription was given a level 0 Basic 
grammatical modification by Yoko Yoshida. No other 
changes, additions or deletions were made. As 
specified, this file has remained Level 1 security.

Regards,
Zaynab Mustafa

Transcript received: April 19, 2020 10:36 AM
Audio Inadequate to Transcribe (AITT): 12
Clarity level: group, default 
Voice sources(V): 6 labeled by YY
Document organizer/verification contact: Yoko 
Yoshida

Voice 1 (from recorded source) 
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He published Seasonings, a collection of self help 
haikus that became a wildly popular international 
bestseller. President Rollings referred to it in a 
controversial campaign speech and Hontoni was even 
given an audience with the Pope. And then came 
Furikake, the book which caused a controversy even 
before it was published. 

Rod Driver
It was a controversy because the media’s digestive 
system is not capable of digesting pure nourishment. 
Ironic and sad, the nutritious truth made them sicker. 
Infogestion. Variety is the spice of a better life. No 
variety, no better life. 

Voice 1 (from recorded source) 
… from variety is the spice of a better life tattoos to 
the branded products found on the Home Furikake 
Network.

R. Ryu Hontoni
See! They called it a brand.

Voice 1 (from recorded source)  
…an estimated $250 million of annual nontaxable 
revenue for the Church.  Produced by the same people 
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behind the Living Room Mall Channel, the Home 
Furikake Network sells everything from FTV dinners to 
Fshirts to ffurniture. And of course, holy furikake, 57 
varieties of it.

 R. Ryu Hontoni
  Rod, what are you doing?
AITT 1.4 seconds

Voice 1 (from recorded source)
…and the books are based on each level of the so-
called Church, the levels being the Noble Sweepers, 
the Faithful Setter level, the Loyal Flames, the Sacred 
Bowlers and the Pure Gohan Level. 
There is little information available on administration, 
but we’ve obtained secret internal documents signed 
by a group called the Grand Masters. Although 
the picture of the Master Chef is everywhere, his 
signature appears to literally be a rubber stamp and 
his whereabouts are shrouded in mystery.

R. Ryu Hontoni
Would you stop that? 

Rod Driver
Will the Master Chef bless me with a recipe?
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R.Ryu Hontoni
Recipe? No I am not giving you a recipe. I told you: I 
can’t even boil a fucking egg.
AITT 4.0 seconds

Rod Driver
With no recipes, the meal is destined for the garbage 
pail.

AITT 5.9 seconds

R. Ryu Hontoni
OK, OK…You want a recipe. How’s this: Take one part 
tongue and put it back in your one part mouth. Stop 
licking the TV screen!

Rod Driver
 I am experiencing the virtual essence of other bodies. 
Electrons: through the tongue to the body, to the soul. 
The book of Recipes, Electrogastronomy, Chapter 6, 
recipe 11.

R. Ryu Hontoni
A drink. I need a drink! 

Rod Driver
The purity of water for the purity of thoughts.
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R. Ryu Hontoni
A drink drink, dammit! A good gin tonic. That’s the 
path to the divine.

AITT 1 minute 36 seconds

Voice 1 (from recorded source)
…exclusive live interview with Ben Morgan, Grand 
Chef of the Church of Furikaki

Voice 2 (from recorded source)
The Church of Furikaki believes that heaven is a 
healthy place. Think of that for a moment: heaven is 
a healthy place. It is logical to say that heaven is a 
healthy place. This idea tastes good; it is a nutritious 
idea. All of the other great religions describe heaven 
in terms of peace and love, but we Furikakiists 
humbly raise the question, “What is peace and love 
without health?” And we believe the spiritual nutrition 
described in The Good Cookbook is the first of many 
steps leading to improved physical health, which in 
turn leads to improved spiritual health. I encourage 
everyone to read The Good Cookbook. Taste for 
yourself before you judge us.
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R. Ryu Hontoni
Morgan! Furrice!  I gave that clown a blue ribbon and 
a paperweight at our annual bake off two years ago. 
Asshole.
AITT 6 seconds
 Knocked up two sweepers right after his third 
marriage. Furrice! What an idiot! Hey! I gotta piss like 
a racehorse, be right back.

Rod Driver 
Marriage is a beautiful meal for two, shared for life 
along with, perhaps, an oven cleaner.

Voice 2 (from recorded source)
The healthier we are on earth, the more our bodies will 
be prepared for the next level of pure direct spiritual 
nutrition. And obviously the Church and its members 
want to share nutrition with the bodies of others.

Voice 1 (from recorded source)
The Bodies of Others? Don’t you mean the ‘The 
Starved’? 
Right now, in three different countries the church is on 
trial for murder. The evidence makes it quite clear that 
you and your so called church promote cannibalism, 
the eating of other bodies or ‘the starved nutrients’ 
as you call them… People you don’t like disappear; 
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usually in stews you call ‘Lovey’.

R. Ryu Hontoni
Rod, this bathroom is a pisspoor excuse for a bar, 
but you want a glass of water?. Some crappy instant 
coffee? Or do you want to just keep licking the TV 
screen? I know how much you love the media. 
AITT 3.9 seconds. 

R. Ryu Hontoni
OK, I’ll take that as a no.

Rod Driver
The media does not eat properly; therefore it cannot see 
and hear properly. Science has proven that individuals 
employed in media, especially advertising, usually 
have the ends of their digestive tracts reversed. Book 
of Recipes Chapter 8, verse 11.

R. Ryu Hontoni
What? They finished interviewing Morgan? Did that 
fat asshole say anything about my check?

AITT 4.8 seconds

Rod Driver
The third book of recipes says that assholes are a 
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holy part of the body, where we end our sacred dance 
with food by brownsinging. When we brownsing to the 
earth, the universal music starts anew.

R. Ryu Hontoni
When I wrote that I was brownsinging runny turds 
full of instant noodles and vidasomadoxin.  Do you 
really think I wrote that as I stirred rice and prepared 
furikake in the Kitchen of Enlightenment?
Everyone except idiots like you know what a cash cow 
this is. Lettuce pray! 
AITT 2.9 seconds
When I was in that brothel who showed up but 
Pierre Collins.  Even my halfwit Taiwanese gangster 
bodyguard recognized him. We got stoned and he 
tells me his restaurants were going under. “I hope it is 
possible for the obtaining of ze power of the f dollar”. 
I liked his honesty. The girls bought me silk clothes 
and we went down to see the jazz band at the Peace 
Hotel.  During the last song some photographers and 
reporters show up. Surprise, surprise! Three star chef 
Pierre Collins and reclusive Church of Furikake Master 
Chef R. Ryu Hontoni discuss aspects of spiritual 
nutrition at an exclusive conference held at the Peace 
Hotel
   We ran out through the back, grabbed a couple of 
bottles, found the girls. Zigzagged over to the river 
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and flagged down an old guy with a boat. Floated out 
in the river and just kicked back and watched Shanghai 
sparkle. I grabbed his crackberry and threw it in the 
river.  Ze power of the f dollar.
You know what else is funny? Really funny? The drugs 
all came from that Indian guy from that Pudding of 
Karma cult. He flew in with a bunch of girls, rented 
a penthouse overlooking the Bund. Picked me up 
himself in a huge SUV. Fat guy, real fat guy. Blue silk 
robe. Red dot on his forehead and gold all over the 
place. Even the dashboard. Real gold! Got stoned and 
got lost on some highway in the middle of buttfuck 
Shanghai. Just got out and left the car.

Rod Driver
The Third Book of recipes says that music is food for 
the soul. You mentioned nutrition and pudding. There 
are many varieties of pudding. Variety is the spice of 
a better life.

R. Ryu Hontoni
Rod, what are you? A Gohan level?  A Sacred Bowler?

Rod Driver
To obtain Gohan level is to be like the nutritious mists 
above the terraced rice fields of Mount Tokay. A Sacred 
Bowler is one who acts as a vessel for the ingredients 
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of the Grand Chef. 

R. Ryu Hontoni
Mt. Tokay? Nutritious mists? Don’t you get it? Hello? 
Pot smoke! Weren’t you the guy licking the TV?  
Where were your eyes and ears? Up your ass? That 
documentary is spot on and you are in denial. Man, 
wake up! Time magazine said it was a story as big as 
the oil megashock. Riots, arrests worldwide. Murder 
threats on hyperblogs. Why do you think I hide? 
AITT 1.7 seconds
 Because we make money. It’s that simple. I don’t give 
a shit if you eat churchrice or dogcrap, but if you’re 
in, buy the Good Cookbook and a year’s supply of holy 
furikake. Pay. Pay and we’ll hold your hands and sell 
you what’s next. 
 
Voice 1 (from recorded source)
But where is F Ryu Hontoni, the Master Chef and 
leader of the Church of Furikake?

R. Ryu Hontoni
Lady I’m here, here in a hotel room somewhere in 
Bangkok with Rod Driver, man of mystery! What do 
you want Rod? You can tell me. Help with your career? 
You wanna be a movie star? You said you were from 
Dayton, just like me. We can talk. You went to Notre 
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Dame all boys’ school. Me too. What a coincidence.
What year did you graduate? We’ve got a lot in 
common. We’re average guys...
AITT ( 6.9 seconds)

Rod Driver
Her diet is not properly planned. She is certain to 
have problems with reality until her diet is properly 
planned. 

R. Ryu Hontoni
Or maybe Rod you want to save the world through 
Furikaki? I can make you a Gohan Level 10 -the first 
one ever. No, better-you become Master Chef and I 
become Mentor Master Chef! That’s it! Rod Driver, I 
do hereby state to the universal raw ingredients that 
you, Rod Driver, have influenced the leaders of the 
world with your commitment to furikake. Not only your 
words, but your actions have provided nourishment 
to over 1 billion starving other bodies on this, the 
Vegetable Planet. In recognition of these facts, I now 
declare you to be the Master Chef of the Church of 
Furikake. 
AITT6.9 seconds 

R. Ryu Hontoni
I’ll give you a holy relic. Where’s an ashtray?
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Rod Driver
We will begin the Main Course. 

R. Ryu Hontoni
Main Course? You mean real food or what?...Is that 
a new level? Sounds like something the guys in First 
Harvest would come up with. You been to First Harvest? 
Fox just picked that up, not many people know about 
it. A talented actor like you... international TV series, 
there you go!

Rod Driver
A good Furian knows the difference between small 
potatoes.
A good Furian always sets the table for other bodies.
AITT 2.7 seconds.

R. Ryu Hontoni
OK last try. Girl at one of the Miami Hooters uses her 
handphone to catch me blasted on rum and cokes 
telling her what I just told you. The video file goes on 
a hyperbabelblog, and she disappears. Coincidence?

Rod Driver
You admit you have been eating and drinking 
improperly. Therefore it is logical that you think and 
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speak improperly. It is important that you realized 
your error. With documentation the recipe can be 
improved. I am here to improve the communal meal. 
Starving bodies will become full at our table.
The Grand Chefs celebrate the freshness of your 
spirit.

R. Ryu Hontoni
Wow! A Grand Chef outfit. But it looks like you wrote 
Diet Planner on it with a ballpoint pen.  Furikake jar-
wow. New logo, right? Classy. The f looks like a cross. 
And the arc, that’s the bowl of rice, right? And the 
table icon. Who designed it- Starzo? It’s beautiful. 
Must’ve cost an arm and a leg.
But what are we gonna eat? There’s nothing here. 
Room service?   

Rod Driver
The table, upon which is the bowl and in the bowl, 
the substance of life. By sprinkling furikake upon the 
substance of life, a true meal is made, for variety is 
the spice of a better life.

R. Ryu Hontoni
  Christ, I can’t believe I wrote that. What I should’ve 
written was ‘garbage in, garbage out’, because...
AITT 13.6 seconds 
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R. Ryu Hontoni
My shoulders! I’m…
AITT (3. 7 seconds)

R. Ryu Hontoni
That knife..
AITT 6 minutes 37.2 seconds

Rod Driver
Variety is the spice of a better life. No variety, no 
better life.
AITT 1 hour 13 minutes 7.6 seconds

Documentation end.
Total time transpired: 1 hour 47 minutes, 16.8 
seconds

Microsummary
With level four certainty, I believe that Rod Driver 
held R. Ryu Hontoni captive before killing him and 
then dismembering his body. With level two certainty 
I believe that a prolonged act of cannibalism occurred. 
The charred bones ( M11:15:drawerC )tend to support 
this.

Yoko Yoshida
Verification contact # 0924-651-09
April 20, 2020
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Furikake on Facebook 

   The following question was posted on facebook, in a 
group called Japanese Food Maniacs: Do you have any 
thoughts or interesting stories about furikake?

   Here are some of the results:

   Furikake is favorite food of mine. Taste is wonderful 
Japanese essence. In the time that was my childhood 
my uncle was grower of wasabi in fields of flowing 
waters downward on hills. After the time which was 
harvest, there were many wasabi drying with ropes in 
the sunlight of autumn. My aunt also did preparation 
of grilled ayu fish and did cooking of eggs in the style 
of egg sushi. With mixture of salt and sesame and 
seaweed. This was uncle’s furikake style favorite.
   This style of making I did not learn because I was 
uneasy feeling with my cousins and cried doing 
hiding in the closet of the tatami room where my 
father smoked and drank with those men who be his 
brothers..
   No one said to me to exit the closet. It was temptation 
of taste to go out and eat the grilled fish and pickles 
and tempura that was the enjoyment of everyone. 
But on a tray, my aunt would put a bowl of rice near 
the opening of the sliding closet door. I must say with 
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honest feelings that it was very happy feeling in my 
closet watching the hot water vapor above my rice. 
It was only my furikake rice that had face of smiling 
raisins.
Hideko Ogawa
Saitama-ken Japan
PS I am sorry my English is not so good, but I am 
furikake fan number 1!

   Furikake originated in Korea. The Korean word for the 
flavorful bits sprinkled on rice is fu ni ki ro kee which 
means “one day journey, one season happiness”. This 
refers to the one day during the autumn harvest festival 
when farmers and fishermen would traditionally meet 
to exchange the ingredients with which they could all 
make a year’s worth of furikake.

   By the way, kimchi furikake is Korea’s most popular 
agricultural export product.
Pak Sun-yong
Seoul

   Aloha!
   Furikake is popular big time here in Hawaii! We 
use it all over the place and the furikake pizza made 
at Wayne’s Slice of Life on the Coastal Highway is 
legend. Nowadays most of the movie theatres sell 
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furikake popcorn, but when I was a kid we’d sneak in 
our own furikake. Popcorn, hot butter and furikake- 
nothin’ better!
Malaho,
Wayne
Oahu

   My sister brought me Hello Kitty furikake back from 
her business trip to Tokyo. Cool.
Lungfish
Omaha, Nebraska

    When I was stationed in Japan, I became addicted 
to wakame almond furikake. Just about every week 
I’d go through a jar of it- plain, no rice. Now in the 
States, we make our own. Noriko grills the seaweed 
and toasts the almonds herself. Our kids can’t get 
enough of it. Wonder why? 
James Pettibone
Sarasota Florida

   Monosodium glutamate (MSG) is derived from kelp. 
Not all, but many types of furikake contain kelp. Thus, 
scientists believe that furikake improves the flavor of 
the rice and other foods it is sprinkled upon.
(It should be noted that some brands of furikake, do, 
in fact, use MSG.)
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Visitors are always welcome at our museum, where 
they can not only see over 340 varieties of furikake, 
but they can create their own.
Thank you for the opportunity to share information 
about furikake.
Dr. Tsugu Tsukada
Furikake Museum
Nakano, Japan
PS. I agree with Wayne from Oahu regarding the 
popularity of furikake in Hawaii. This popularity is due 
to the large numbers of Japanese who settled on the 
islands. However, the above comments regarding 
Korean fu ni ki ro kee are absolute bullshit.
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Puccini Enjoyed It On Ham

Did you know that Puccini rewrote his operatic masterpiece 
Madam Butterfly at least four times and that he supervised 
its 1906 premiere on Broadway? Did you know that the 
opera uses a number of traditional Japanese songs and 
that one of the songs, Echigo-Jishi is used in all three acts 
of the opera? Puccini is said to have especially liked not 
just the song’s melody and tuning, but its repeated upward 
thrust from F natural to F#. He used this musical device to 
symbolize Butterfly’s tragic destiny.
   Echigo-Jishi was composed in 1811 by a Kabuki composer. 
Originally it was probably coarse and perhaps even vulgar, 
but now it is considered “classical’ and many proper 
Japanese young ladies perform it solo on Sundays in front 
of their parents and fellow koto students. 
   Echigo-jishi is a “patter song”, meaning a song which 
functions as both a commercial and a catalogue. One of 
the products mentioned in the song is furikake. There is 
documentation suggesting that Puccini received a gift of 
furikake from the people of Niigata prefecture, where the 
song originated. It is believed the composer also received 
a barrel of sake, three dried mackerels, a number of silk 
garments and a collection of Japanese toys. The citizens of 
Niigata were said to be greatly honored that, because of the 
genius of Puccini, the common folk song Echigo –Jishi would 
forever be heard in the world’s greatest opera halls. 



55

Here is an imaginary translated excerpt from the original 
Echigo-Jishi, based on the folksongs and economics of 19th 
century northern Japan.

…and with that rice,
what do you do,
what do you do?

You add furikake, 
That’s what you do, 
that’s what you do.

Taste of the sea,
the best of the fields.
Every taste for every mouth.
Furikake!

It makes old rice good
And good rice best.
It brightens your day
Like a trusted friend.

Just one yen for a trusted friend!
Get it here while you can! 
Furikake!
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Furikake and Rojak

It is 9:30 and I must stop writing about furikake. Soon 
the choices for food in the neighborhood will be either 
oily overcooked Indian or snacks from the 7-11. It’s 
best to walk to the coffee shop now, while the rojak 
vendor is open. I like rojak. It is exotic and simple, yet 
complex.  
   I order a large takeaway packet with no sugar, 
give the woman three dollars and head off to buy a 
Guinness. At home I will write and eat and drink.
   The woman’s hand hovers as she shakes a container, 
reminding me of the sprinkling of furikake. She tosses 
crushed and powdered peanuts over blobs of brown 
sauces at the bottom of a thick, ridged ceramic bowl. 
Quickly she slices the tip off of a small green fruit and 
squeezes it into the bowl, seeds and all.
 “What is the name of the fruit?” I ask. It reminds me 
of what in Okinawa is called kalamansi. She motions 
to say she does not speak English and looks around 
for a translator for me, the ‘ang moh’.

“Uncle.”  I’ve learned that it’s an informal title of 
respect that also refers to the men who sit in the 
coffee shops reading the papers, smoking and solving 
the world’s problems by chitchatting.
 The man whom the woman picked to explain rojak to 
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me is a typical uncle: white sleeveless t-shirt, shorts 
and sandals. He’s also waiting for his rojak. 
“That”, he says, pointing to the small green mystery 
fruit, “is a lemon. Or a lime.” He holds up a white stalk. 
“This is lotus root. Right?” He asks the woman who is 
now busy slicing apples. She looks up and smiles at 
me. I am pretty sure he is holding up a young ginger 
root.
A beer girl from mainland China slows down to watch 
our Clementi Rojak Cooking Show.
 “This is taupok. Cooked in oil.” He points to a brown 
cube on a grill. “Come”.
 He leads me to the Teo Chew food stall. Standing in front 
of the glass case like a teacher near a blackboard, he 
gestures towards another cube, an uncooked version 
of the one on the woman’s grill. This one looks like 
tofu. “Taupok”. He points to the woman making our 
food. “Rojak. Oil.” I nod as though I understand. That 
is the end of the lesson. He pulls out his cigarettes 
and we head back. He picks up his package.  “Good 
rojak, “he says, shuffling off, “you like.” 

Now I am home in front of the computer with the 
rojak next to me. I can smell it, especially the fresh 
cucumbers. I pick up the styrofoam container and feel 
the gentle warmth of the grilled fried dough fritters. 
“This,” I say to myself, “is Southeast Asian food; 
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Singaporean food.” My favorite is made by a Thai 
woman in Hougang. I used to eat it at least twice a 
week, any time of day; snack or meal.
   Like all rojaks, this one is a mysterious mess: a 
blanket of crushed peanuts over a thick brown sauce 
hiding chunks of various shapes. The chunks could be 
cucumber, apple, pineapple, turnip or taopak (which 
the internet tells me are puffy soybean cakes). Fiery 
chilies are also hiding. Only the distinctive airy  pieces 
of fried dough fritters (youtiao) are easy to find; they 
resemble small chunks of baguette. 
   The sauce likely contains tamarind bean sauce, 
shrimp paste (belacan), lime juice and sugar. Green 
mangoes and citrus fruits add tang, bean sprouts 
add a watery coolness and sesame seeds provide 
a contrasting texture.  Some recipes include dried 
cuttlefish. Everything is stirred, resulting in no 
dominant flavor; the ingredients play as a team.
   The Guinness is nice and I eat happily. Writing 
becomes unimportant except for two quick notes to 
myself: 1. ‘rojak’ is the Malay word for mixture and 2. 
Indian rojak is very different from the fruity Singapore 
style. 

   I think of rice with furikake and its relationship with 
rojak. They share no ingredients except sesame and 
maybe shrimp.  One is subtle, the other dances and 
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slaps the tongue. They both involve the action of 
sprinkling. Rice with furikake is zen, rojak is rojak. 
   Both are healthy foods, loaded with vitamins and 
nutrition. What if they interacted? Rojak with seaweed, 
rojak with dried bonito? Fresh warm rice covered with a 
thin layer of rojak sprinkled with a dash of furikake? 
   I am sure an inspired chef could make a hybrid of 
the two…Furirojak? Doesn’t sound too good. Rojikake? 
Hmm… maybe. The important thing is an open mind… 
and perhaps the best way to open one’s mind is to 
open one’s mouth.
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Who Will Bite My Head?

(1) Paul Theroux (at the Singapore National Library 
last Thursday) said that to be a writer, one must do 
two things: (i) leave home, and (ii) tell the truth 
from the blog of a Singaporean, April 19, 2006.

   Gavan Daws tells a lovely story about Gauguin 
in A Dream of Islands, his wonderful account of the 
numerous men who came to Oceana to revisit and 
verify their fantasies.
  “One night at sunset [Daws writes] Gauguin was 
sitting on a rock outside his house on Hivaoa, naked 
except for his pareu, smoking, thinking about not very 
much, when out of the gathering darkness came a 
blind old Marquesan woman, tapping along with a 
stick, completely naked, tattooed all over, hunched, 
tottering, dry-skinned….

   The photocopied page containing the rest of this 
story has been lost. Over a long period of time, I have 
imagined, written and destroyed different endings to 
this story…

   Her twitching nostrils guided her. Gauguin said 
nothing as the creature climbed onto the rocks; he was 
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expecting her. Finding the artist, her fingertips moved 
over him with surprising force, as though she were 
making marks in clay. Her useless eyes were yellowed 
and her breath surprised him. She made the motions 
of smoking then opened her palm. After a very brief 
moment, she flexed her fingers demandingly. Calmly 
amused, Gauguin rolled and lit a cigarette. 
   He waved the burning tip beneath her nose, then 
brushed the other end against her lips. Her hand 
flew to her mouth and her body jerked as she pulled 
in smoke. Instantly calmer, she slowly exhaled in 
the direction of the sun, now a red arc drowning in 
reflections.
   Rambling fragments of speech and spittle started 
from her leathery mouth and throat, incoherent even 
in her own language. She continued mumbling as she 
shifted her skeletal body to catch the fading light. 
Gauguin smoked. Behind the pair, the animals of the 
jungle began making their sharp night noises. At their 
feet, the ocean threw its weight onto the rocks and 
pulled it back. Gauguin looked for the moon. ”...meme 
le pauvre doit avoir conscience de la mort . »
   The artist began to study the woman again. He 
duplicated her posture, made his body smaller. His 
fingers repeated the shape of her dirty, long-nailed 
claws. Closing his eyes, he began to echo the sounds 
she made. She became quiet; he became quiet. Stars 
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filled the sky.

    Nenek was a suicidal, three legged, black and white 
furious bitch of a cat. After they brought her home 
(on my birthday no less), everyone seemed to forget 
about her. I was the one who fed her and changed 
her box, the only one who experienced her fanged 
hisses. 
   She wouldn’t groom herself and, except for the attack 
poses she made when I approached the doorway, she 
rarely moved.  Only occasionally would she lift her 
head from the dirty mattress to glare at the wall. She 
felt abandoned, angry and suicidal and her room was 
next to mine in the windowless basement.   
  After six months Nenek mellowed and began to 
clean herself. I could get halfway into the room before 
she hissed. She gained weight and looked like the 
attractive young cat she was. One morning I was 
happily surprised to see her on the stairs. She showed 
up in the kitchen one evening. The sunny windowsill 
on the fourth floor hallway eventually became her 
favorite place. Once, she let me pick her up before 
she explosively scratched and twisted free. With a 
graceless thump she hit the wooden floor and hopped 
quickly away.
   My employer had rescued Nenek from the Cat 
Welfare Society. When the company folded I either 
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had to expose her to some unpleasantness or take 
her with me. No one wanted Nenek. 
   The cat and I were together from October, 2002 until 
just before I moved to Old Airport Rd. in May 2007. 
After leaving that shop house on Emerald Hill Rd., we 
lived all over Singapore.

   It is now June 14th, 2006 and I have a photocopied 
piece of paper before me. The blank side of the paper 
is peppered with rust colored dots. The dots mark 
the deaths of fleas that I pulled from Nenek when we 
stayed at the Mitre. On the other side of the paper is 
more text from Paul Theroux’s book The Happy Isles 
of Oceania: Paddling the Pacific, pages 590-591

   “Your mother apparently denounced you.”
“Yes!” he was smiling. “She went on television! You 
should have heard her!”
“Was it one episode that ended your marriage or-?”
“We had been drifting apart,” he said. “It happens so 
subtly you hardly notice.  
Then one day you look up and your marriage is 
over.”
Did you ever get sad afterwards, thinking of the happy 
days of your marriage?”
“We had a rather turbulent marriage. Didn’t you?”
“No. It was pretty quiet most of the time,” I said. “I 
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often find myself looking back and feeling awful.”* 

   I had been in the Chofu Public Library, killing time 
while she selected some books on ikebana. I wandered 
toward the tiny English section and found a few titles 
by Theroux.  
   My only Theroux experience had occurred during my 
third year in Tokyo when I’d read a copy of my wife’s 
The Black House. If, on that sunny afternoon in the 
library, you’d asked me to share my knowledge about 
Paul Theroux, I could’ve only mentioned something 
about the wild African sex described in that book. I 
couldn’t tell you if he was American, British or French; 
living or dead. 
   I skimmed through The Happy Isles of Oceania 
without really reading them and decided to photocopy 
a few pages. The entire episode was over in less than 
10 minutes.  I don’t know what struck me that Sunday 
in November of the year 2000. 
(I should add that, at the time, the only thing I knew 
about Singapore was that it caned people. I had no 
plans whatsoever to visit or live there.)

* The conversation took place between Paul Theroux and David 
Lange, the former prime minister of New Zealand, and it appears 
on pages 590-591 of Theroux’s book. Book title: The happy Isles of 
Oceania Paddling the Pacific 
Pg 590-591
Copyright Cape Cod Scriveners Co. 1992 all rights reserved. 
Published by Penguin Books
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   She checked out her books and we took the elevator 
upstairs to eat. The restaurant above the Chofu library 
has an amazing view; we could see the skyscrapers of 
Shinjuku and I pointed out my place in Nakano. We 
sat facing the west, nearly overhead her apartment, 
the local 7-11 sign glowing with a surprising beauty. In 
the distance were the Japanese Alps, with snow on Mt. 
Fuji. On the white tablecloth: silverware, chopsticks, 
containers of spices, her colorful ikebana books and 
my black and white photocopies. We ordered and 
talked and our food arrived. The light of the late 
afternoon changed as a cloud passed by.

   She moves the bowl of rice before her. Ceremoniously, 
she picks up the glass container of furikake and 
passes it from one hand to the other. The simple 
container is precisely tilted. With two of her delicate 
fingers, she gently taps the whiteness of her inner 
wrist repeatedly.
   I think of her dabbing perfume. 
   With grace and rhythm, she continues tapping 
her wrist. The furikake falls upon the rice, some of 
it sparkling in the fading sunlight. She finishes and 
returns the container exactly to where it had been. 
Upon the rice is now a simple pattern, as if made with 
brush strokes.



66

   She wore a plain grey sweater, but now, whenever I 
remember that moment, I see the dance of her hands 
and she wears a kimono.

   I could not explain why, but in the waning light of 
day, the sun going down past the lagoon, and paddling 
past one of the prettiest-and friendliest-islands I had 
seen, I felt very lonely. I heard that man saying “Where 
is your wife?” And the fact was that I no longer had 
one.

   The photocopied papers went into a pile. I thought 
about them whenever I came across them, thought 
about what I would write some day.  I brought them 
with me when I suddenly moved to Singapore in 
October 2002.

   My life in Tokyo had alternated between extremes: I 
had a high paying job in TV, then I went back to being 
a starving artist. I sold a number of pieces in a short 
time and then got caught up in a movie project that 
never became finalized. Things like that. When I was 
offered a creative director job in Singapore, I thought 
“Why not?” I would be working with old friends from 
Hong Kong in the “exciting worlds of the internet and 
virtual reality”. Gaming. More talk of making movies. 
I would give it six months.
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   Eventually I did write something. Here is the first 
draft:

Singapore, October, 2003
   Although I found Paul Theroux’s book in the Chofu 
public library and have had this idea for more than 
three years, this is the first time I’ve put the thought 
into action. I am sitting in Singapore, in an apartment 
filled with video gear, computers and boxes full of 
books and electronics. An exhibition of mine started 
last Thursday, the same day I went to the morgue to 
identify my boss’s body. Yesterday there were huge 
earthquakes in Japan. The United States is preparing 
for an election. My birthday passed. I’ve reread the 
Unbearable Lightness of Being.
  The evening has arrived. Nenek, the three-legged 
cat, seems to be happy. She has climbed onto a table 
for the first time. It is seven minutes past seven and I 
have been cleaning and organizing all day. The black 
and white photocopy from Theroux’s book is propped 
up next to my computer.

   They knew from experience that a person who cut 
himself off, who was frequently seen alone-reading 
books, away from the hut, walking on the beach on his 
own-was sunk in deep musu and was contemplating 
either murder or suicide, probably both. 
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   Being alone was the oddest aspect of my traveling 
in Oceania, because the island people of Oceania 
were never alone and could not understand solitude. 
They always had families-wives, husbands, girlfriends, 
boyfriends. To the average person on a reasonably 
sized island, nearly everyone was a relative. Wasn’t 
this extended family one of the satisfactions of being 
an islander? Living on an island meant that you would 
never be alone.*

   I remember very clearly one winter day in Toledo 
Ohio. Ed Schweickart and Brian Buckley and I were 
making some sort of snow fort in Ed’s backyard. We 
were talking as teenagers do, and I said that when I 
grew up, I was going to live only on islands.
   I forgot about that for many years and then one 
day the thought returned, as clearly as if I had just 
read it in a book. I realized I had lived on islands for 
most of my life: Manhattan, Tokyo, Hong Kong. An 
unforgettable Christmas spent on the buffalo-filled 
island of Santa Catalina, a boat ride away from Los 
Angeles. Even Paris: I had been extremely fortunate 
to be based on the Isle St. Louis, a short bridge away 
from Notre Dame. And now Singapore.

* Oceania Paddling the Pacific, Polynesia The Cook Islands: In the 

Lagoon of Aitutaki
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….Generally, it was not easy to become divorced 
without seeming like a traitor.
   All this made my position awkward: being solitary 
made me seem enigmatic, paddling alone made me 
seem like a true palangi “sky-burster”, reading and 
writing made me look like a crank, and my being 
wifeless was a riddle. My condition was hard for 
anyone to relate to and impossible for me to explain. 
Where’s your wife? Oh God, let’s not go into it. 
   I sometimes felt like the only person in Oceania 
who had wrecked his marriage, and I was reminded 
of that overwhelming sense of remorse I had felt that 
dark night in New Zealand, when I looked though the 
front window of the California Fried Chicken family 
restaurant on Papenui Road in Merivale and I saw a 
happy family and I burst into tears.

   On the back of that photocopy, I had written the 
following: 
-Jay Leno’s monologue about an Australian woman 
who wanted her husband’s ashes to be used as breast 
implants.
-Camembert cheese from Hokkaido
-Dear Osama
-the word ‘hyperbole’
   I imagine that I wrote those notes while in bed in 
Chofu, a bottle of sake nearby and the soundtrack to 
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Kubrick’s Eyes Wide Closed playing gently over the 
sound of the shower.

   I have started my collaboration with Mr. Theroux, 
though sampling (as is done in music) is probably 
a better description. Perhaps a dialogue with Mr. 
Theroux? Obviously, Mr. Theroux does not know me 
and if this writing ever does become finished, I‘ll have 
to research the proper accreditation and legal issues. 
Also, I will have to write and rewrite this, for these 
cute little notes to myself are disjointed crap.
   Though I am divorced, that occurred long ago and 
the feelings I experienced are different from those 
which he describes. To be divorced means that one has 
ended a partnership. To stop pursuing such a public, 
heavy goal-for whatever reason-is naturally a life-
altering action, one resulting in, among other things, 
the replaying of certain memories. Each replay can 
become more serious and yet more inconclusive than 
the preceding. It is not unexpected that Mr. Theroux 
would share his canoe with the darker side of divorce. 
I can imagine the sound of his paddling on the sea; 
the memories he replayed were his own.

March 29, 2003 9 pm exactly
   Written on the back of page 587:
   The one-eyed cat seems to be in heat and circles 
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the main room or hides in the dark bedroom. She 
constantly meows and brushes against everything. 
Maria Callas is playing and quiet Clark Quay evening 
sounds float through the open window -the drunks 
aren’t out yet. There are three guitars in the room 
and a full ashtray is nearby, reflected in a mirror that 
touches both  floor and ceiling.
   Across the river a building throws its neon lines of 
red, yellow and blue into the waves between us. I am 
house-sitting and feeding a cat for a friend.

January 4, 2005
   I have two Chinese roommates who are outside of 
China for the first time. One has been awake for days. 
An earthquake and the subsequent tsunami have 
killed about one hundred-fifty thousand people in the 
area. Life here was unaffected. My daughter visited 
from Paris and left two days ago. 
   I will continue cleaning my desk, organizing my 
room and going through boxes. The Chinese guys are 
discussing something in front of the computer and the 
two cats are staring at each other.  I will now go out to 
find something to eat.

May 30, 2004 in the afternoon. 
   …and I drank champagne and searched the city 
through my telescope. You’re the funniest man…Now 
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and then I thought about my life, about cancer and 
divorce, and became maudlin.
   The room was my refuge. Of course, my first 
experience of such luxury-isn’t everyone’s?-was to 
wallow in it and wolf it all, gobble the fruit and the 
chocolate mints, drink the champagne, unwrap the 
soap, smell the flowers, take long bubble baths with 
the cobalt-colored bath crystals. But after a day or 
so, I became abstemious. I woke early and ordered 
porridge and green tea and a grapefruit.  Spent the 
day doing publicity (“How long does it take to write 
a book?”) and when I returned to the safety of the 
penthouse I read Malinowski and studied maps of the 
Trobriands. I annotated travel guides to the Solomon 
Islands, and Tonga and Vanuatu. How odd, I thought, 
to be reading about the vast and dangerous estuarine 
crocodiles of Guadalcanal and North Queensland, and 
the orgiastic yam harvest I Kiriwina, as I sit here in the 
Lord Lichfield suite sipping champagne.

   Another jet goes by and a weak wind moves into the 
room, not strong enough to produce any sensation of 
cooling. The three-legged cat is on a brown cardboard 
box. I found a fine-toothed comb to pull the fleas off 
of her. I crush them on paper. Yesterday I accidentally 
used the back of one of the Theroux copies. Does 
it matter? What flashed so brilliantly that afternoon 
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in Chofu now seems like another failure due to my 
inaction and lack of focus.
   I have to go to the bank now, to withdraw five 
dollars.

February 8, 2005
   Nenek and I are not always alone here. 
   This place is far from where she works and before 
she comes I try to prepare things- food, music, a video. 
We tried to watch the Naked Civil Servant  last night 
but the DVD was damaged.
   She is mysterious yet down-to earth; a bureaucrat 
and a poet. She blinds me, teaches me to see. I wish I 
were capable of writing something she would treasure 
forever.

March 13, 2005 
   An HDB complex, a crowded 3 room flat filled with 
boxes and office furniture. It is 1:19 in the afternoon.      
   I play a CD of music from New Orleans and organize 
things. 
   I look at these photocopies and think that they are not 
like the bite of cake in Remembrance of Things Past, 
where a piece of cake triggers a flood of memories. 
   These papers are a flock of birds, birds that follow 
me, birds that sometimes guide me. Are they another 
man’s birds or are they mine? I hear their sunny 
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Pacific songs and their bloodthirsty screeches and I 
hear them picking at my voice as though it were a 
scrap of food. Mocking birds.

   I found page 552, a favorite:
   Here in the little village of Atuona, under the green 
Matterhorn of Temetiu he had built a fine two-storey 
house, which he called The House of Pleasure, and 
having carved on the wooden frames his favorite 
maxims, “Soyez myste’rieuses” (Be mysterious”) was 
one and  “Soyez amoureuses et vous serez heureuses” 
(Be in love and you will be happy”) was another, he 
took a fourteen-year-old girl, Vaeloho, as his mistress. 
He had come to some sort of arrangement with her 
parents. Gauguin was in his mid-fifties, and Vaeloho 
was soon pregnant.
   It is surprising, given the heat, the disorder, the 
difficulties of living, all his enemies and the simple 
necessities of stretching and preparing canvases-never 
mind buying materials-that Gauguin painted at all; 
yet his output was large, and he was a steady worker, 
sometimes turning from his painting to wood-carving 
or pottery. Gauguin was also plagued by bad health-
he drank, he took drugs he had syphilis and stress 
and a fractured leg. The Church authorities in Atuona 
hated him, and he had protracted legal problems 
there too- a libel action against him. He suffered and 
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one day a Marquesan neighbor, Tioka, ventured out 
into his house and found the farani stretched out and 
apparently lifeless. Following Marquesan custom, 
Tioka bit Gauguin’s head. The man did not stir.
 
 On the back of that paper, in a scrawl I can now 
barely read, I’d written:  Sexy elevator girl voice, MTV 
Celebrity Death Match. Stone Cold Steve Austin peeling 
the arm of a fan like a banana and the announcer, 
Nick Diamond talking into a toilet.
   Contrast this with the meal: mushrooms and chicken. 
Miso, furikake and tomatoes from her hometown.

   So, I have written twice on the same paper, the 
second bit written five years after the first. So what?    
    It is obvious I am not a serious writer.
   Now I am in an abandoned haunted house called the 
Mitre Hotel. I don’t mind being here-for now.  In this 
strange place I will become organized and wait for my 
life to work itself out.
   Four years in Singapore, four different rooms. I came 
here to work for a company that had a shop house 
on Emerald Hill Rd. There I lived and worked. This is 
not the time to talk about the working situation, but 
it was unusual: part Microsoft, part Sex Pistols, part 
“uniquely Singaporean” with a bit of Disney thrown 
in.  The plot thickened often and dramatically. I moved 
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from that huge, magnificent shop house into a nice 
apartment across the street. 
   Another dramatic plot twist: after only two days 
to pack up and move, the cat and I found ourselves 
in Lakeside, in a friend’s pleasant top floor HDB 
apartment. And now, a few months later I am one of 
the last residents of the legendary Mitre Hotel.  An 
example of the state of the building: the largest hole 
in the floor of my room is big enough to fall through. An 
Australian punk band shot a video down the hall. The 
lead singer jumped around and landed downstairs. 
   The roof is rotten and exposed. The beams above 
me are now absorbing the rain; gaining weight. 
The weight could cause the beams to fall. This has 
happened before.

April 17, 2006, in the afternoon. 
   This Theroux project is hard to focus upon; the total 
absence of any substantial writing shows that. Time 
has been very very hard to come by. The software is a 
huge ball that has taken a lot of energy to get rolling 
and it will take much more to keep in motion. Things 
are tough, very tough. And writing is not the only area 
in which I lack hope.

   On this lovely morning in the lagoon of Aitutaki I 
was listening to Carmen Burana. It was one of those 
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days-I passed many in Oceania-when I forgot all my 
cares, all my failures, all my anxieties about writing. I 
was exactly where I wanted to be, doing what I liked 
most. I was far enough offshore that the island looked 
distant and mysterious and palmy, and I could hear 
the surf pounding on the reef between the movements 
of music.

   I had to drop off a DVD at the Crazy Elephant last 
night. I was walking back and I saw an owlish man 
holding a map. I asked if he were lost. He smiled and 
said “I wouldn’t say lost.”
   He asked if I lived here. I said “I wouldn’t say ‘ I lived 
here’.” He laughed. He reminded me of someone, 
someone I could’ve taught English with in Japan.
   He stuck out his hand. “Pete Rose. Just like the 
ballplayer for the Reds. Terrible name for a Red Sox 
fan. American, aren’t you?” 
   Said he was the Asian director for a new American 
household appliance company. I told him my 
grandfather had repaired vacuum cleaners.
   “What brand?” he asked.
   “Hoover”
  “Classic. They still make a damn good vacuum 
cleaner.”
   He pulled out a cigar, lit it. 
   “Kinda hot” he said.
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   “Yes it is.”

   He looked me over, put his cigar down.
   “Look,” he said, “here’s an idea. I don’t have much 
time. Show me around Singapore, showing me what 
you think is what’s what. I used to live here and what 
I remember from thirty years ago is probably gone.   
Hundred bucks and I pay for everything. I’ll give you 
fifty now. We talk somewhere and you plan a tour. If, 
after that, either one of us wants to call it off, that’s it. 
If it works out, you get the other fifty when we split.” 
   “Deal, Mr. Rose, deal.”
   “Call me Pete or Rosey. Mr. Rose was my father.”
   I found a 7-11 and he bought a couple cans of Tiger. 
We went back towards Clark Quay, walked through 
the restaurants and over the bridge to the field by 
Merchant Street. 
   As I’d hoped, the UFO team was there, the guys 
with the radio controlled flying gliders. Like playful 
electronic bats, they flew in big circles, raced towards 
blinking goal posts and chased each other: a digital 
circus in the sky.
   He nodded, liked it. We watched and drank, not 
saying much. He looked at the river a lot, at all the 
restaurants and clubs.
   “Pete, do you want to go get something to eat? 
You want to try that bungee thing? Ride the Ferris 
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wheel?”
   He chuckled. “No to that bungee thing. No to the 
Ferris wheel. Yes to food, but not there. Japanese? You 
know of any Japanese restaurants?” I told him about 
Yumoto. “But we need to take a taxi. 
   “OK”  He pulled out a notebook. Mumbled something 
about “a presentation coming up...don’t jot things 
down… gone forever.” While he wrote, I started to 
think about a solid plan for the evening. He hadn’t 
really asked for one yet. 
 
    The waitress at Yumoto moves our sake, sets down 
a bowl of rice and a container of furikake. “Furikake In 
Hawaii they make a martini with it.” He says this as 
though remembering something bittersweat.
   We ate sushi, sabazushi and rice soup flavored with 
salmon and green tea. Again the notebook. “Alright”, 
he finally said. “The jetlag’s gone and my second wind 
is almost kicking in. Coffee. Where’s the best coffee in 
Singapore?”
   Another taxi, down the AYE, to Orchard Rd.
   We passed Orchard Towers. I looked at him. 
   “Been there, done that. They’re all the same. These 
days anyway.” 
   David’s in Lucky Plaza, third floor. Got two coffees to 
go and then strolled through the Philippine shops and 
bars and maid agencies. Into a cab to the Peninsula. 
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In the taxi we ate flan for dessert.
   Little Myanmar was winding down, but still lively 
enough to hold his interest. Again the notebook. I got 
two la phat yay  teas and two betel juice packets.
   “One won’t hurt”  he said and packed it against his 
teeth. 
   “You sure you don’t want to go back? You’re 5 
minutes from your hotel. It’s almost twelve.”
   “No, no this is alright, this is alright. What’s next?”
   “The East Coast”. 

   The bungalows were full of parties. Crazy kids yelling 
on bikes zoomed past roller skaters and joggers. 
Groups around barbecues played charades or guitars 
or just sat around talking. Offshore there were ships 
parked in a long row, their tiny lights sparkling on the 
waves. 
    We really didn’t talk much. We were totally relaxed, 
the night was flowing nicely and that was that. 
Once, though, he said he was the same age as Dick 
Cheney.
   Again I was lucky; the fishermen had just brought 
their buckets ashore. They had catfish and rays and 
thick green and blue fish. They remembered me and 
the four of us sat at the picnic table quietly drinking 
beer. Rosey was writing, preparing for his talk. Every 
once in a while one of the white buckets thumped and 
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splashed as a fish tried to escape.  
   Eventually we all had to make some sort of decision: 
the fish and the fishermen were expected in Geylang. 
Rosey and I went along ”as planned”, drinking beer in 
the back of the truck, surrounded by buckets of fish. 
We watched the fish get sold and picked our meal- we 
were hungry again. More beer and we finally talked: 
Detroit in the Fifties, the skies of Beijing and the 
Sydney Olympics. The life history of Nadia Comenichi. 
Why John Arbinger couldn’t make the 1984 Olympic 
rifle team. Rosey once sold a young Brigit Bardot a 
vacuum cleaner in New Orleans. Wink wink nudge 
nudge. 
   We strolled over to the swarms of Chinese girls. Rosey 
told me to keep an eye on my wallet and walked into 
the perfumed crowd. I eventually found him again and 
he winked.  “Research”, he laughed. ”I wanna know 
all of the latest trends in Chinese house cleaning!”
   Our night on the town began winding down.  Pete 
walked over to me, thoughtfully rubbing his hands 
together. ”All right, all right. This has been much more 
interesting than I would have expected. Despite the 
sameness of the government.”  
   We headed back, asking the taxi driver to go through 
Arab Street very slowly. Pete remembered this and 
that: a fight here, a friendly shopkeeper used to be 
there, prata guy with a pony tail used to be over there 
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etc.. In Bugis too, we went slow. Stopped across from 
The National Library. Slow, slow. slow: too slow for 
me. I was now more sleepy than drunk. It was almost 
dawn. 
   “Alright, let’s call it a night. Take this and no arguing.” 
He jammed two fifties into my hand. I just nodded 
thanks. 
   “Can I drop you off somewhere? Where do you 
stay?
   “Um…  the Mitre Hotel. Near Orchard Rd.”
   “The Mitre! The Mitre is still around? Let’s go! Christ, 
it’s been what? Thirty odd years? My god…the Mitre.” 
He looked at me differently than he had before. “You 
know all about it, right?”
   “1860, nutmeg plantation. The Japanese military 
headquarters. The guys from Vietnam, the offshore 
oil riggers. The ghosts, the gambling, the girls, the 
parties.” Someone could write a book about that 
place.
   Pete smiled.

   The taxi driver drops us off at the bottom of the 
hill. The dark tunnel of trees, then the dramatic 
appearance of the dilapidated grand hotel. We  piss 
in the driveway and make our way up to the gate. I 
gently call for Uncle to let us in. He’s snoring deeply 
on the old couch not two meters away.  Finally he 
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wakes up and wobbles over on his bad legs. He looks 
at Pete, then looks at me. 
   “Uncle, he’s gonna help me carry something out of 
my room. Fifteen minutes.”
  With a sleepy scowl, he limps away to get the key. 
He returns, stares at the keys then tries a few. Finally 
we are in. 
   Pete walks slowly over to the bar and runs his hand 
across it, then looks around the decrepit lobby. The 
dim bulb behind the bar gives him a saintly glow. He 
could be an angelic detective poet, looking in that 
big old space for clues or inspiration. The tinny radio 
plays a sad Chinese ballad.
   ”No beer!” Uncle barks. 
   Up the dark stairs. Another cavernous room, lit 
only by a single fluorescent tube on the dusty floor. 
Covered shapes of boxes and broken furniture are 
barely visible. Rosey lights a match to discover books 
and the rusty springs from a mattress. The flame 
flickers and we see a long box the length of a man. 
His match goes out. Darkness. Pete begins to babble 
to himself. I fumble my way to my room; fumble my 
way to find the wires for light.  A final fumbling before 
my hands make sense. The light flickers on, lighting 
the high ceiling covered with mold and dusty peeling 
paint. Ballpoint pen graffiti is written all over the 
yellowed walls. A sink in the corner, ready to fall of 
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the wall. The rotten window area is without any glass. 
In the center of the small room is a miserable bed, at 
least fifty years old. On the bed a black and white cat 
watches us.  Pete’s eyes move from the room to the 
desk and he picks up the photocopies, oblivious to my 
embarrassment.
    “Um... one of these days I’m going to write something 
based on those. It’s an experiment. Important, but 
really not that important. “
 
   He begins reading quietly to himself:
   I sometimes felt like the only person in Oceania 
who had wrecked his marriage, and I was reminded 
of that overwhelming sense of remorse I had felt that 
dark night in New Zealand, when I looked though the 
front window of the California Fried Chicken family 
restaurant on Papenui Road in Merivale and I saw a 
happy family and I burst into tears.

   “This is me,” he says, crashing onto the bed. He 
bursts into tears like the man in the book. Nenek licks 
his hand. ”This is me.”

   It is now April 18, 2006. The three legged cat is 
not here, there is no woman tapping furikake onto 
rice across from me, Pete Rose is probably at his 
presentation and tomorrow I will again wake up alone 
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on an island far from where I was born.
   Things are not all bad. In fact, in some ways things 
are pretty amazing. Paul Theroux is in town! He will be 
speaking at the library tonight. I am tempted to bring 
my photocopies to the library to see if he is interested 
in my collaboration idea. 

   “You’ve got to look ahead,” he said, sounding 
decisive.
   “Do you think you’ll ever go back to your wife?”
    “It’s much too late for that,” he said. “She’s not doing 
too badly. She’s just published a book of poems.”
   “What about you?”
   “Here I am at the age of forty-eight and I don’t have 
a bed or a chair. My wife got the lot.”
   He laughed out loud-not a mirthful laugh, but not a 
bitter one either. I was inexpressibly grateful to him 
for not evading my questions. He was not whining 
or blaming or trying to turn the clock back. I wanted 
to be as resolute as that, and in a way I wanted to 
stop paddling and reacquaint myself with the sort of 
contentment I had known in my early life-loving and 
being loved.
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Furikake is the Japanese word for  a mix of seasonings 
sprinkled over rice. 

In this book are nine stories, all somehow containing 
a reference to ‘furikake’. The stories are personal, yet 
universal, serious yet humorous. 

In Yumoto, near Clemente a struggling food writer explores 
four Japanese restaurants and the lingering effects of a 
final, romantic dinner.

Puccini Enjoyed it on Ham  is a short essay about furikake’s 
role in the classic opera Madam Butterfly.

Who Will Bite My Head follows the path of a photocopy from 
Tokyo to Singapore and involves the legendary Mitre Hotel, 
Geylang, a three-legged cat and a world-famous author.

These and the other stories in Furikake combine romance, 
humor, dynamic writing and the uniqueness of contemporary 
Singapore.

Contents:
Yumoto, near Clementi• 
Writing Furikake• 
Two K,L.s• 
The Eye of Flesh• 
Variety is the Spice of Life• 
Furikake on Facebook• 
Puccini Liked it on Ham• 
Who Will Bite My Head?• 
Furikake and Rojak• 

Stephen Black once ran a gallery in a tiny room in Tokyo. 
He was born in Toledo, Ohio and has lived in Hong Kong, 
Manhattan, Los Angeles, Rose City and Paris.  He has written 
a book on the agaricus blazei murrill mushroom, a book 
on Barack Obama and published Bus Stopping, a book of 
photographs about Singapore. www.blackssteps.tv


