Tokyo, my New Rear?


The sinking feeling you get as another big, important holiday passes your ass by: it's Valentines day and you're dead alone, nobody showed up at your blowout Halloween party, you get dumped on your birthday – yes, at 12am exactly of the New Year, I was walking through a mass of people headed toward the largest temple in Tokyo (Meiji Jingu) feeling like I lost big – seriously left out of the fun, perpetually on the sidelines of the big, happy-drunk fuckfest, and there goes another lost important big night of the year.

It doesn't help that everyone expects you to have the greatest New Years of your life.

This is the story of the greatest New Years of my life.


I wake up at 4pm on Sunday, not hungover, but nevertheless sick of seeing nothing but the leftovers of daylight. Mark, Leon, Marina, Jenny (Aussies), a random Brit, Marie-Eve (Quebec), Saif the ironically named Frenchman (long story), and I went mad-Karaokeing on Saturday. It's the all night special 30 bucks gets you all night Karaoke and all you can drink for the entire evening. We negotiated for 2500 Yen ($25) since we had 8 people. I drank very little having had way too much to drink on Friday, but nevertheless had a blast singing Bon Jovi at the top of my lungs until the damn place closed at 5am. 

I go downstairs and find Leon and Saif and we chill for a bit.

“What's going on tonight?”, etc etc. We all have rather high hopes for this New Years, it always somehow seems to fall somewhat short of our expectations, and we want a good one. I'd had numerous invitations of sorts to do everything from a bunch of people, but nothing was working out. I really don't like where this going. Maybe I shouldn't have partied so hard on Saturday, maybe I shouldn't have partied so hard on Friday (seriously), and maybe I shouldn't have gone back to work on Thursday to inhale the hallucinogenic chemicals at Big Moon's warehouse (but I did, I'm trying hard to have the suicidal Japanese work ethic), but nevertheless this is what has happened, and I've had a rough week, so fuck it, nothing to do about it now.


Hanging out all night around Sakura house waiting for something to fall into my lap and nothing does, so we figure we're going to have to try. Leon is busy freaking about how his ecstasy connection ran out of product and he's dead-pissed about it. He so far has not listened to a single thing I've told him about drugs in Japan: that you'll end up locked in solitary for months if they catch you with anything – he can be a bit of a dumbass. Saif's got nothing going on. No one is answering their phones – we need to figure something out fast. Terry from upstairs comes down to watch the fight on TV with a bottle of Jim Beam & coke looking to see if something else is brewing. Katherine (German) comes back from wherever the hell she's been for a week and we pow-wow.


There are plenty of clubs throwing ridiculously expensive parties, but that doesn't really interest me. “Oh come on Nate-man, we'll pick up some crazy chicks, I promise”... “I heard Air is the sweetest, most hard to find club in Tokyo”... “It's New Years, you have to party”... 

Blah, blah, fucking blah.


Am I really going to end up desperately clamoring for drunk-as-fuck clammy Japanese girls, hoping desperately for interesting conversation, and intellectual stimulation, and god forbid some semblance of intimacy? Highly bloody unlikely. However, it's getting late, and I'm even considering going to bed. It's just any other night after all. I know better than to buy into the bullshit of holiday expectation desperation. Right?

KoJo (that's Korean Johan) says,“Ees okay Nate-o, we can sit on the couch, eat chips and watch the rest of the fight – guys night in...”

Okay, I'm sold.

So Terry, Katherine, Saif, Leon, and I are going to Air. I swear, I'll have a great New Year's. There will be the greatest story ever told. I'm totally nailing like 18 chicks tonight and swilling down a bottle of Tequila. On the dance floor. We'll sell the video. We'll be millionaires by Friday, then go to Bali to do it all over again. There is the sequel after all. But my inner monologue aside, we make our way towards Shibuya from Yoyogi (it's close) and Leon is making a deep ass of himself along the way. 

Leon has a bit of a cultural misunderstanding. No matter how many times I try to explain, he still thinks it's really funny that the Japanese are deeply offended by people who piss on their rules and their customs. Every time I go out with Leon, he manages to come up with some brilliant and new way to  offend a small percentage of the population of Tokyo. On this rather serious evening (New Year's Eve is a little different in Japan than in Eurpoe/USA), he topped himself. We were standing in the ticketing area chatting with a few people we ran into, nothing particularly exciting. I keep trying to get us moving since the clock is getting closer and closer to midnight, and we still have to get into the club. Taking the initiative, I run my Suica and go through the ticket wicket. Katherine follows. We're looking back at the others, yelling at them to move. They finally say goodbye to the others and start to come through. Thank Christ. Leon, the dumbass, decides that on this solemn day, in front of a lot people, it would be a great idea to set the record straight on just how retarded he can be. 

He runs and jumps over the ticket wicket at the train station, cigarette in mouth screaming “Anaki!!!” which means absolutely nothing, all the while waiving at the security guard (who has the biggest look of disbelief on his face). He lands and starts laughing. “Kombanwa!” he yells at the guard. “Kon..ban...wa!” he yells again. Now a couple of things – #1: you can't smoke in train stations. #2: you can't hop over the wicket, you pay for your ticket and go through the wicket like everyone else. #3: no one in there right minds acts like this in Japan, even foreigners. And I am so embarrassed I, I don't know what to say.

Leon has not yet had anything to drink – in fact he has an inverse drunkenness: as he drinks, he gets more civil, it's kind of confusing. 

Needless to say, it didn't get any better on the train. Leon is playing the penis game with Saif and Terry (yes, the one where you see who can yell penis the loudest), and then the Chin-Chin game (that's penis in Japanese), Saif is sitting on Terry's lap (imagine a 6'4'' French gangly-ass, long black curly haired, googley-eyed freak), and I'm shaking my head.

I turn to apologize to the older Japanese man next to me seeing as my crew is re-writing the definition of idiocy.

Me: “I am so sorry, not all foreigners are like this.”

older Japanese man: (pointing to Leon) “Where is he from?”

Me: “Australia”

older Japanese man: “Sheepfuckers.”

Me: “I can't tell you how sorry I am – I tried to explain to them how serious the New Year is here, and they just-”

older Japanese man: cutting me off “Shut up.”

He's pissed, I mean like scowling, scraping, eye-jabbing pissed. No one speaks like that here unless they're seething.

older Japanese man: “You should get off the train.”

Lucky for him, we were.

So we make our way towards the club. When we arrive at the locale, we're greeted around the corner by a security guard who escorts us toward the line. It's dead quiet, and it has to be, because this super-secret club operates in a residential-as-hell area 3 floors underground below an Italian joint and you better believe there is no sign. It's New Years and the residents are not going to tolerate a bunch of punk Japanese kids and retard gaijin cutting into their precious little holiday time. We wait in line for about 30 minutes, the cover is Y3500, and I've been having my doubts. I forced myself out the door to avoid another classic woe-is-me, I'm sooo sad, so wicked under-appreciated by the local girls (I'm still working on figuring out why – people say it's because they like dumb, rich ass gaijin - ghleck), another  important holiday passes your ass by while everyone is making lifelong memories. I know for a fact that should I enter that club I will sulk in a corner, undoubtedly a very loud and obnoxiously crowded corner, holding my one drink that's included in the expensive fucking cover, and ruin everyone's evening. I've forced it this far, I should surely just suck it up and press on.

I deduced that by the crazy line outside, it was going to be nuts in there. We're getting very close to being let in. I start to tell the gang that I might go home, that I'm really not feeling it. They argue furiously with me – someone's trying to kill the groove. But the vibe was bad, really bad – I flash on the great earthquake trapping us all under the rubble in a drunken clusterfuck chokefest.

The security guard opens the door for us and motions for us to go in. One last chance for glory – go in Nate, just do it, you'll have a few drinks and go crazy, make it a night for the books, take out all your loneliness, fear, aggression, frustration, and embarrassment in one really loud, rowdy, and foreigner packed hush-hush secret Tokyo party house where the locals go.

One last chance.

As I hold the door to the club, I duck under the arm behind me and bolt 10 feet back. I am out of there. Saif runs after me.

“Come on man, fahk, you have to come man, it's New Year man, eets awesome down zehr, I promise, fahk, I promise.”

No way, I didn't want to come in the first place, I accept my antisocial fate. If it's happening to me, I know for a fact that it's happening to other people (or do I tell myself that so I don' feel so bad?). 

Saif ends up coming with me to the Station because he's waiting for a couple of girls he and Leon met at some other club on Friday. He offers me a mochi-wrapped strawberry shortcake from the Ministop convenient store. It's pretty damn tasty. He tries desperately to get me to come back with him after he meets up with Emi (who I thought wasn't going to show), but I tell him I want to be alone. It's true. We get to Shibuya station, I take a piss, and I tell Saif I'm going. I start walking up the stairs toward the Yamanote Line. 

 I miss Minneapolis. My family, my friends, my cat, my car, my wine, my food. I'm thinking about the fun parties everyone will be having. I miss physical contact. I miss everything I left behind and everyone I love.

I get off at Harajuku (which is one stop early) – I need to walk and think. On New Years the doors of the Yamanote line open to the left as well to allow people to go to Meiji Jingu (the huge temple) easily, I figure why the hell not. As I pass under the huge wooden gate, I hear people saying that the clock has struck, it is 200motherfucking7, and I feel the loneliness you can only experience in a crowd 30,000 thick.

No matter how amazing a foreign country is, no matter how many new friends you have, no matter how great a time your having, you will miss home. Or maybe it's evidence of how fortunate I am – to have the love and fortune in Minneapolis that I do. I am one lucky individual.

It is these rare moments that one understands where they come from. It is profound, and if you haven't done this yet, do it, because you will see your life in a whole new way.

You're probably thinking “damn that's fucking lame, I thought this was the best New Years you've ever had. Don't give me this 'traveling will change your life' bullshit”

I already knew how rich I was. I already appreciated my life deeply. In fact, the above was just another terribly depressing moment, I'll be it in a very unusual setting.

Like I said, this is the story of the best New Years of my life, just straighten out your panties for fuck's sake.

So I try to get through to Yoyogi from the Harajuku side of the Meiji Jingu – there were literally 40, maybe 50,000 people there and you weren't going to convince any of them to get out of the way. I ducked out the side into the escape lane and and headed for the long way around the temple. It was terribly depressing, seeing as everyone within a two km radius is standing in Meiji Jingu, there was little more than the other wretched and foul stalking the streets – though I do believe this is just my interpretation seeing as I was dead pissed about this whole New Years thing.

I get home, there are a couple of people hanging out in the common area downstairs, wondering why I'm home, I tell them, and I add that I've had enough of this and I'm going to bed. Now, lately I've had a bit of trouble falling asleep. It could have to do with the fact that I lost four days of my life to air freshener hallucination poisoning, and the fact that I followed that with a heavy dose of partying until 5am for a few days. It could also have to do with empty fucking bed syndrome, otherwise known as the girls here suck (or don't for that matter), and an understanding, kind soul is in limited proximity. 

I undress, put on my jams and proceed to sulk in bed, praying for the night to be over via deep sleep. It's about 12:45am, 2007. An hour later I'm laying there fresh and awake. I had taken out my Ipod to attempt to lull myself, or to induce a crying fit, but really neither one happened, just this constant emptiness and non-feeling. It's pretty ugly, and it's been keeping me up for days.

I've been praying for that knock that will change everything, wholeheartedly knowing that should it come, it only means drinking, maybe a little distraction.

Knock. It's Sea, the Korean chick Mark is banging.

Since I was sulking and praying for a miracle, I gave it shot.

Me: Come in

silence

Me: Come in

Sea: Oh, hi Nate-o, are you sleeping? I'll go.

Me: No, I mean yes, but I'm sucking at it.

Sea: Huh?

Me: I'm getting up.

I slink downstairs to find a table full of rowdy Koreans, Tae-Yung (this cat rocks), Megu (this girl wants to crucify me – I'm so not kidding), Sea, some new people, and Mark – and now me.

Why Megu wants my hairy ass on a cross:

One bloody brilliant night about 5 days ago Saif and Leon have the stupidity to decide to clean, reorganize, and commandeer a refrigerator. Why? you ask. There are about 20 people living on two floors, and then kitchen is two burner + Japanese broiler, 1 sink, 1 microwave, 1 toaster, and 3 fridge assault on any health code ever written. If you dare to open a fridge, war will be declared on your nose. People are moving in and out of Sakura all the freaking time so there is, of course, shit-tons of food left in the fridges. Sometimes this food remains in place for years. I'm not joking, but let us continue. So with due reason Saif and Leon decide it's time to get medieval on this ice box and clean the fuck out of it. I stupidly join in thinking I can claim some valuable fridge-estate and perhaps, I mean perhaps buy some vegetables to keep around in a safe manner, meat if I'm asking for it.

We basically rip the fucker apart. We first empty the thing out, fridge, freezer, and crisper (all Japanese fridges have special crispers to keep your veg in), and then we dissemble the shelving and drawers. Koreans eat some really wrong looking things, and I love the stuff, all kinds of dead things resurrected to glory by pickling and fermentation, it keeps for years. Cabbage, shrimp, fish, radishes, some god knows what, you name it, it's in here. And there is juice covering the drawers and shelves, emanating gastly fumes for us to inhale. Leon is throwing a fit, and Saif is just being his spastic-ass self so there's nothing remotely weird about the stream of “Fahk, fahk guys, zees is nasty man, fahk!” pouring out of his mouth, and I'm LMAO (laughing my ass off) because...because it's just funny and I'm really in an altered state of mind from the previous 72 amnesiac hours. Okay? Chokay! So - 

We bleach the white off the interior & shelving and sanitize the thing inside and out. The smell of death that resided in their was caused partially by the following things: Milk (1 month past due, 4 months past due, and 1 year past due), Juice (similar to the milk), an Udon meal with an expiration date from my junior high school graduation year (slight exaggeration, but only slight), korean pickles, random goo from years of abuse, and too much more to describe here. 

Needless to say the rotten eggs, meat, dairy, pickles, rice, bread, tea, soup mix, and last Valentines Day's failed “I'm sooo getting laid tonight” meal leftovers may have had a small hand in this. But this is C Block after all, and apparently anything goes – except for the rotten food, that stays. So me, being the 'let's clean the shit out of this' freak gets way overzealous, and starts bagging up and chucking anything that has started it's own microcosmic evolutionary experiment. I will say though however, that I, knowing what I do about food, made some serious conscientious objections to some things. Namely anything pickled, anything in an expensive looking nicely decorated can, anything that says “deer piss and ginseng medicine for the virgin robotics Phd student”, and whatever else esoteric enough that French Fry and Culture Shock (I still can't believe Leon at Yoyogi Station) would never know about. So I noted that I did not agree with throwing certain things away, even if they smell.

I gave Leon a lecture about the subjectivity of appetizing tastes and smells. That Koreans think that cheese smells like your dad's feet, and that shit you eat called “Oatmeal” is gruel and unusual punishment (I couldn't help it). He didn't care. Leon was on the verge of upchuck 2006 and he wasn't going to let me sway him. So we threw the better part of half of the contents of the coolers away. I noted that should people (because we have absolutely no idea who's most of this shit is) feel their food has been unjustly thrown away, that we will front the cash to replace it without question. At least I am adamant about it. 

We stocked the temple of cleanliness and staked out real estate with full water bottles. I hijacked the shit out of the crisper, and gave my miso and tofu a nice comfortable corner. This was all I needed.

Fast forward two days.

I walk in from Lord knows what with Leon.

Saif: Oh, you guyz are in deep sheet, man, fahk. Megu is fahking crazy man. She clawed me ahp and down, I tried to apologize to her, but she just started fahking me up and sheet man, fahk.....etc, etc, sheez going to bring over her Korean friends and start some sheet man, fahk man...

Leon: Well, I reckon if those fucking Koreans are going to eat rotten vomit for breakfast, it isn't going in my fridge. And if she brings over any of her Korean gangsters, I'll kick the piss out of them straight away, no questions asked. 

Me: Who the fuck is Megu?(I seriously had not met her – she's been here for a year. She's 30. She works her ass off at night.)

You see where I'm left here. Next to Saifs inability to handle angry people (or knives for that matter) and Leon's inability to imagine any other group of people having the same rights and privileges he has, I was unanimously nominated as ambassador – oh yeah, and Megu doesn't speak English, but speaks Japanese and Korean; and despite Saif's 4 year stay in Tokyo, he still speaks like shit and can't understand anything complicated. Leon's Japanese abilities don't need to be described here because you can only imagine (Anaki!!!!!). My options were limited. Either Saif just makes her more angry or Leon kicks the piss out of a gang of Koreans, or I use my cunning multilingual diplomatic skillz.

You see where this is going. But really, you don't.

Fast forward 1 day. It's 11:56pm, and I'm waiting to meet Megu (who I still haven't met) because she comes home at midnight according to Saif, and I'm prepared. I wrote down all of the words I'd need in order to have this conversation with her.

Eventually, she's not showing so I go to the convenient store with Belinda for some pino (fuck this stuff is good). We walk by some girl on the way there, maybe it's her, I don't care. Get back to the situation room and see said girl chilling at the table looking absolutely slap happy (sarcasm alert!).

Everyone, meet Megu.

Megu: Are you Nate?

Me: Yes.

Megu: ...

Here's what “...” roughly translates as: “You asshole, you can;t just decide to clean out the house fridge without asking everybody, and start throwing away all of our shit. Is it yours? No. Do you have any idea what you threw away? I just came back from Korea two days ago. I brought back my mother's pickles. My mothers pickles.

(Note: there are no better pickles in the world than mother's pickles. Do not fuck with this shit)

...You want to replace that, well you can't can you? And what made you think you had the right to take other people's things? How would feel if I stole your mother's food from you? Took it and threw it in the trash? Where is the trash? I want you to dig it out. My heart is broken because of what you did. Do you understand? I hate you. How would you feel if I did this to you? Your western food smells like shit! And do I throw it away? No! You broke my heart....”

It was somehow communicated to Megu that it was my fault. This is how good Saif's Japanese is. She did say that she hates me. “I” threw away her mother's pickles. “My” western food (I don't have any, I barely even eat it in the Western world.). “You” people. Meanwhile, Saif and Leon are completely oblivious to what she has said because they can't speak a lick of “you trashed my mother's pickles” Japanese, which you better believe is a special variety reserved for the most heinous of crimes. 

Who elected me ambassador?

I apologized from the bottom of my heart twice. No more. I listened. I listened to her and looked her straight in the eyes as she bore a hole threw my face with her tear swelled, fury spewing retinas. I didn't budge, move, twitch, or even have my heart rate increase. This is how you listen to someone who is trying to tell you something very important; how you managed to brutally wound them emotionally. I didn't attempt to even explain why what happened happened (because there is no way to regulate the fridges, and shit just piles up – in fact Sakura House authorities will eventually come in and do what we did, just that they have the right to). I gave her my deepest, most heartfelt apology I could. I understood what she said about her mother's pickles. It is no fucking joke.

She stood up and stampeded off to her room crying. I didn't feel bad because it wasn't me that really did it exactly, I had a part, an admitted part, but not the main role. I played the conscientious objector. I felt bad because what we did really did tear her heart apart.

This is why Megu wants to make Jesus out of me.

Flash back to the New Year

So okay, I come downstairs from my room, having failed miserably at sleeping, and Sea was nice enough to offer me some food because she knows how much I love Korean food. 

There's a massive Korean crew at the table, Mark, myself, and the woman whose heart I brutally assaulted with my pickle trashing. I was concerned to say the least. Sea offered me the last bits of Topoki (that's sticky rice sticks in a fishy/spicy sauce) and I gladly accepted – a side of great daikon sprout kimchi to top it all off. However, Megu wasn't glaring at me with malice, in fact she brings over a steaming pot and smiles at me. She had just cooked up some Korean ramen and pretty much everyone had eaten enough Topoki to pass out. Megu than offers me some of the soup, in fact eat it all if like.

Huh? Was this poisoned? Did she suddenly decide that the bleeding wound in her chest was too much to bear?

Well not exactly. It was explained to her that in fact, I loved Korean food, and that I understood completely what had happened to her, and that I had my doubts about throwing certain things in the fridge away – and she was offering me peace for having ripped me a red one and even said “Let's just start over this New Year. Eat up.”

Fucking words to live by.

This was the New Year's miracle: guys clean fridge, guys throw away shit, turns out shit is girl's Seoul food (I'm so not sorry about that one), girl yells at only guy who can understand, guy takes it like a hero (that's me), girl learns of truth later, girl offers guy peace offering of spicy hot soup and noodles with someone else's mom's pickles (damn those were good pickles).

I'm feeling up for the first time this side of the New Year. I was watching my back extra carefully because I thought that I now had a bounty on my white ass. But really, she's just pissed at Saif. Which is perfectly fine because he threw a goddamn knife at me and I could give a shit about his ass.


2:30am – I'm full, I've had a couple of drinks, I'm still not tired, but having a lot less anxiety in the moment, so that's great. Dana waves outside of the C-block sliding window and finishes her cigarette. She comes in and we have a couple of drinks as the night goes on. All has not been lost. Sea goes to bed and Mark “carefully” waits about 30 seconds before following her up to bed. Apparently people (and by people I mean Koreans, because almost all of the girls are Koreans, and so that means that all the girls one can hook up with the house are mostly Korean) are really shy about the fact that maybe, just maybe, they want to have sex with someone in the house. (Just maybe.) And god forbid they actually do it, and then have a boyfriend in the house.

Just blame it on the missionaries for Christ's sake.

Everyone straggles out slowly and goes to bed, it's been a long year, and a long night. Dana tells me that she's going to be leaving soon to hit a shrine at 5:30am with some of her coworkers. Since my sleep schedule has been straight fucked for the last couple of weeks, I have the grand olde idea to say up through the night, make it through the next day somehow, and try to reset my body clock. What's the worst that can happen?

We head out of Sakura House, pretty clean and sober. I was very excited to meet some of Dana's people. She works at Ryu Gin which happens to be one of the finest restaurants in Tokyo, much less Japan, much less Asia, much less the world. The head chef of this joint, Seiji Yamamoto, won a gold medal at the International Chef's Congress in Spain 2006. It's one of the world's most prestigious cooking awards, let's just put it that way. So I was shaking-in-my-booties excited to go and see this place. I already have a res for next Thursday the 11th, but anything to get in. We were just going to grab a couple of the chefs and then leave for the temple anyways, so no big deal.

We get off the train (They run all night on New Year's in Tokyo) at Roppongi Station and head towards the restaurant. We turn off of Roppongi Dori, the large as hell main road, and walk into a quaint little apartment neighborhood.

We com upon a very red wall to the right. Welcome to world class restaurants in Japan. If you don't know someone who works there, or have enough money to eat there, you'll never, ever find out about these places because they are humbly located and well concealed lest some common jackass decide to waltz in, order Fugu testicles (caviar garnish) with no price next to it, and then receive the $1500 bill and faint. And then faint again when they insist that payment be completed.

I follow Dana into the hallway leading to the restaurant. Very simple and elegant, but mostly very understated. A small room with white chairs, white linens, and sparse Japanese décor greets us. And a party is starting. I see about 12 people sitting and chatting. They are all wearing white coats except for the the two service staff. I am introduced to the youngest, most badass crew of chefs in Tokyo. These mad-trained disciplined, dedicated, and incredibly humble people greet me very warmly, and seem to love and respect Dana even though she is a: a girl, b: an American, and c: bringing other gringos into the restaurant. 

I am immediately put at ease by the unpretentious and casual way these guys talk and act. I meet a couple of the chefs chat for a while, and then Dana and I go and sit down in the back with a couple of others. Some beers come out, and we all start having a nice time. There's someone in the dining room who obviously isn't an employee, must be a friend of Chef (that's Seiji) or maybe the Sommelier's friend. He doesn't particularly stand out, although I know he's either a customer or a friend of one of the higher ups because people are very quiet when he talks, and they speak very politely to him...but I digress.

I don't see chef anywhere around – I guess there was some sort of drama that went down between him and one of his buddies, so he stormed out. There was a lot of champagne involved, but I hear that at this joint there is always a lot of champagne involved. I was thrilled to be here hanging out in my kind of temple. Here I am having a beer with these guys. I feel very humbled. Very.

Chef strolls back in. We all stand. He sits down at the other end of the dining room opposite from where I am toward the back and starts talking with the guest. After a couple of minutes, Dana is like “Hey...let me introduce you to Chef,” so I suck it up and get ready with the soft and polite words. I'd won nothing but hella points for being able to speak Japanese with a good command of formality and context and looking like Euro-trash, but frankly I just look Euro-trashed in the pictures. We walk over to Chef, and Dana introduces me.

Chef is surprised as well by my ability to speak and asks me to take a seat at his table. I am now one of his guests. Dana pulls up a chair next to me. I do my best not to loose my pants sitting at this table, in this restaurant, with all this humble brilliance around me. The only natural thing to do in this situation is to drink champagne, right? Chef loves it, and there will be no one left out. We get through a round of bubbly, with toasts, and, wait, we forgot, there's the ridiculously cream-your-pants wine case by the entrance to the kitchen.

A couple of minutes after I walked into Ryu-Gin, I whispered to Dana, “Oh...shit, can I go take a look at the wine?” and she's like, “Hell yeah man.” I'm not going to pretend like I'd heard of all of those vineyards and winemakers, but I know good wine when I see it. Mainly vintage Bordeaux and Burgundy. If you are a wine person, this is the shit people kill for. It's just staring me in the face like: 

“Come here Nate – you want me sooooo bad. Oooh yeah. I'm so delicate, complex, beautiful, expensive and hard to get. You want me so bad.” The wine rack wasn't kidding. And she was so understated, but inside was something I wanted to taste, wanted to feel, wanted to breathe in and keep with me forever.

No I'm not talking about the girl of my dreams.

Wait! Hold the phone. Did I mention that the mysterious other-man mystery was solved shortly after I was introduced to Chef? I'm sure not. Turns out he's the head chef at L'Atelier – no less than Joel Robuchon's Roppongi Hills (very expensive, nice location) outpost. Now, Robuchon earned the title “Chef of the Century”, and he personally selects the chefs to run his kitchens. I practically choked on my Bollinger (that's some really good champagne) when I heard this, but I managed to maintain my composure, not really, but I tried to seem like I roll with these cats all the time.

So in light of his esteemed guest, Chef needed to throw down with some mad vintage to impress and show Robuchon's chef how it's done around here. Here's what we drank:

 '88 Saint-Julien, '93 Echezeaux grand cru, Nuits premier cru ('99, it needed a few years – seriously, the Sommelier and I were discussing this. The tannins were really rough – like I have anywhere near the knowledge to be talking about this with her, but I just act like I know what I'm talking about and pray. God that wine was good, as rough as the tannins were), and you know, like a '76 Vosne-Romanee premier cru Burgundy – apparently a disastrous year, but the wine was incredible. It was sweet, like way too sweet for a Burgundy, but you could learn so much from drinking a wine that old. Like what happens to tannins over time, how more sugar affects the taste, what different methods of oak aging do over time. It's so interesting, and ridiculously expensive to even begin thinking about how one gets around to trying these things.

After lots of drinks, everyone was having a blast, and I got to talking to Chef's wife. I told her my story of coming back to Japan, looking to learn more about sake only to have everything dropped on its head when I try shochu, and how I'm researching for imports right now and want to get into production later.  For some reason (other than the fact that this is greatest, most educational night of my life), she decided to take me into the kitchen and introduce me to their top of the line Shochu stock. The first Shochu that I tried I ended up adding to my product line it was so clean, crisp, and delicious. After that, we had some really fine imo-jochu, but the star was the black sugar shchu. A really well crafted artisinal Shochu has a very controlled flavor – you taste only what the distiller means for you to taste. Sometimes this means you taste only the base ingredient, like rice, barely, or potato. Sometimes this means he (I don't think women work in this field yet) wants you to taste only the Koji (saccharification mold). This particular shochu was all about Koji, and had umami from here to high hell delivered by a bucket of fresh shitake mushrooms. 

I'm not pretending like this is an experience Americans would care to have, but for someone who appreciates the control involved to produce, the ability to refine (through archaic technology), and the ability to conceive of such a flavor with the ingredients given. As soon as I tasted it, I looked at Chef's wife with huge eyes and ranted for a while about the flavor, production, it's uniqueness, and the righteous smoothness it had. She then enlightens me that this is the most expensive shochu they carry, and that it goes for about $35 a glass. 

A glass. 

But the bottle probably cost somewhere in that neighborhood to begin with so keep your pants on already.

L'Atelier Chef came into the kitchen to say goodbye to everyone, and after posing for a few pictures with the awesome shochu collection, we straggled out to the dining room since it was getting early, or late, it was like 11AM at this point.

Fuck.

So there's a chef passed out as hell on the floor who Dana is resuscitating. She manages to get him on his feet, and chases him out the door. I guess she then ran him out the restaurant and told him to fly home. I think he did.

We regrouped, and got our drunk as hell New Year's crew together (Dana, Noda, Akemi, and myself) and took off to go ring some bells at the temple, somewhere, somehow, I think we're walking, I really am too slap happy to even care right now. So we stumble into the daylight, fresh air and quite greet us and gently caress our faces. We are after all wasted.

We eventually get a taxi and fly over to Akasaka Jingu. The temple rests on a large hill, so you've got a bit of climbing ahead before reaching the top where you will be greeted by throngs of people, monkeys on leashes, incredible smells, stares from all directions (there's a redhead and a girl without hair present...ehem), and of course the cheerful ringing of the temple bells as people make their prayers for the new year. We wade through the throngs and wait in line for our turn at the bell. Following a quick prayer and more big smiles, we get our fortunes fortunes called Omikuji.

Since I couldn't even begin to read mine, here's roughly what it said:

Don't worry about spending money. This is not the time to trying to make money either. You should not stay still for too long, as it would not be good for your health or your future. You will not do well to settle for less than you desire at this time, and you should fervently pursue your passions. Whatever successes you have, do not let them get to your head. Remain humble, remain calm, keep the perspective that you are making a large investment in your future.

As Akemi was reading this to me, Dana and I were jaw-dropped, and slightly retarded by the whole thing. It was dead fucking on. And regardless, some really good advice. Dana and I are freaking famished since neither of us have had anything to eat since like 2am, you know like 10 hours earlier. We grab some glorious Yakisoba (they put so much blue nori on in these roadside style stands, and it's sooooo good.) and sat down to chow. 

Sweet.

We walk around in a daze, none of us have slept since the morning of December 31st, and we're all still coming down from the combo high of hella vintage and shogatsu madness, world class chef style. I still have my bag of Foie Gras and Sesame Sauce. I've just about sewed it to my hand because it would be terribly rude to lose it, and it would be monstrously tragic to not get the opportunity to eat it.

It is high time for coffee, so I offer to buy everyone a round at Tully's for being so damn generous and it's the bloody least I can do. 

A note about coffee in Japan:

For a country completely obsessed with everything new, imported, European, American, trendy, proper, tasty, and for the love of God good, the coffee on this island sucks. Wait, I'm not being clear. It's straight foul. Everywhere you go, you can get “Blend” coffee, with a list of descriptors that reads more like a set of antonyms to the truth. “This blend: Arabian, Columbian, Peruvian, will arouse your nose with happiness. Fine roast darker than night in Tunisia. Great expectations of fortune and dancing of your tongue. Dou Tour bringing you best coffee forever since 1984”. The only thing accurate in this is that it will arouse your nose, however it is more with fury than happiness.

They completely lack any concept of good coffee. Oh, did I mention that the prices are maybe a little less than quadruple. On a good day. 

And it's not like they don't shell out to import the right beans or the right gear. They have it all. Walk into any import store (Like Kaldi) or even into a specialty coffee shop, and you'll find great beans, Italian espresso, French Press coffee makers, even Jamaican Blue Mountain – and that's th best coffee on planet motherfucking earth.

In a fit of rage, I acquired a moka pot and some Lavazza. The coffee gods were seriously pissed and needed a goddamn cup of coffee, it had been a solid month of me going from coffee shop to coffee shop, finally stooping to going to Starbucks (otherwise known as Charbucks) because if I could get a cup of coffee like Starbucks in the states it would have sufficed. Just barely. But you better believe that the fucking Starbucks gave me a 10ml, yes 10ml shot of espresso, and their blend coffee was tolerable. 

At Best. But seriously, it was way better than any other coffee I've had here, and I wouldn't stand for it back home. 

So I got the moka pot and Italian coffee and though it was a crisp 12am, I made a good cup of coffee and payed the steep price of being up all fucking night because you can't get a good cup of coffee in Japan.

Guess what. IT WAS WORTH IT TOO.

Now that we're clear, let's continue.

I bought the crew a cup of coffee, we shot the shit for a while and since it seemed like Noda and Akemi were about to pass out, and weren't going to excuse themselves (in classic Japanese fashion), Dana and I relieved them of 'show the foreigners around on Shogatsu' duty – we sent them home to crash for days. 

Dana and I were totally delusional. We look at eachother and are “okay, we're staying up for the whole day – let's move!” So first we rock over to her old place in Aoyama to pick up a package, then we hopon the train and head to Shibuya. I heard that stores are starting to be open on Jan 1st in Japan despite the fact that it is a long tradition for the country to all but shut down for a week. Tragic, but convenient. I'm hoping that Tokyu Department store is still open. I want to show Dana the greatest dumpling in the world.

The Greatest Dumpling in the World:

In the basements of Japanese department stores are the Harrod's inspired food floors – where you can get anything. I stumbled across the greatest dumpling in the world one day after meeting an Aussie chic at Meiji Jingu. Nadine was in Tokyo for one day between going home to her other home in San Francisco and had never been to Japan, so she's wandering. She said she like food a lot.

She was in luck.

I dragged Nadine around from Yoyogi to Shinjuku to Shibuya to Ueno and back to Tokyo station where she went to the airport. It was a blast. Our mission was simple: Eat. One of our earlier stops was at the Tokyu Department store in Shibuya because if you're ever in Japan, you absolutely have to experience the insane crowds and rowdy-good eats that exist in these basements.

A dumpling stand stood out in the corner and we ran over. We had already purchased some Tsukune, some Shu-creme poofs (god these kill me), and now we were getting dumplified. We got a shrimp turned gyoza, some shumai, and a massive gyoza with a description I sure as hell couldn't decipher. It was about 6 inches long, and big to boot. 

We go upstairs and out by Hachiko the dog (a very famous and old meeting spot in Shibuya), grab a couple of Mitsuya ciders (a killer soda), and have at it. We get through everything but the whopper gyoza and the crème puff, so we proceed with the gyoza. I was looking for the shoyu, but we had used it all on the shrimpy dumplings and the shumai so I grab the sauce from the tsukune because it's there. Nadine insists that i take the first bite, so I oblige. I sauce one non-griddled side of the gyoza and bite.

Now I've had a lot of dumplings in my life. Ask anyone who has had the fortune (or misfortune) to eat a lot with me.

This was a porky, seriously green oniony, firm but juicy as hell, tasty to the nines gyoza. The skin was perfect, crispy on one side, soft on the top – and the skin was not too thick or thin – it had chew and taste but didn't overtake the glorious Japanese micro long onion (I asked a week later) and pork juicy madness. 

Oh my Jesus, Moses, and Muhammad, none of these cats could of eaten it because of Kashrut or Hallal. 

Suckers.


To top it off, the Tsukune sauce was actually the best compliment to the gyoza – soy sauce wouldn't have had enough sugar to balance out the salty juiciness. And it would have been too thin to stick to the skin and filling. Look, I'll spare you the details okay?

Needles to say Nadine was freaked by this discovery herself. She just about pissed her pants when she tasted it. Her eyes blew up like the Hindenburg, and she practically screamed. It was pretty hot, I'm not going to lie. I'd make love to that dumpling except that then I wouldn't be exactly too excited to eat it afterwards.

Moving on.

I wanted to show Dana the greatest dumpling in the world, but unfortunately, and completely predictably, it was not in the cards. The store was closed. Instead we wandered looking for open store aberrations. We walked past Shibuya crossing outside the west exit of JR Shibuya and proceeded up the street.

Bingo! I found a fruit store I stumbled into one wet day by accident. For some bizarre reason, this store survives in some of the most expensive real estate in the world selling fruit. And did I mention that sell gelato? It's like made out of happy-cow Hokkaido freaking milk, and this shit is legit to the max. Usually you'll empty out around $7 for a decent serving of standard (and that's a good thing) Japanese gelato. It's almost as good as it is in Italy. Almost. However, in this little fruit store, they charge about $3.50 – for the expensive, seasonal flavors. 

Can anyone say roasted chestnut? Oh fuck yeah I can!

I was mystified as to:

A – how is this place open on shogatsu

B – how did I find it again

and C – Why am I not face first in a vat of Maron Gelato right now?

So you can imagine where this goes. Boy meets girl. Girl works at world class restaurant. Boy loves vintage wine and knows good Foie when it graces his tongue. Girl hooks boy up phat. Boy needs to reciprocate with mad eats only the locals know about. Girl says it's an even trade. Boy begs to differ after a night of vintage wine he won't drink again until he's rich as fuck. Girl says it's totally cool after getting tour of the cheap eats at convenient stores that she never would have tried on her own. Boy says now you have to try roasted Japanese chestnut gelato. Girl happily obliges.

Damn, the stuff is so cold, yet somehow still so melty, creamy, fluffy, rich, light, just barely sweet enough, toasty, deep chestnutty-fucking good. (the author is contemplating ditching work for a cone right now)

After countless foodgasms and moans, we make our way over to a chain ramen joint that's definitely open, and chow hard. After inhaling some noodles and gyoza (came with a beer too for Y790 – what a steal!!!) we look at each other and know that the job has been done. 

Let it be known that the New Year has begun.

As we walk home from our respectively crazy and jointly glorious evenings, you couldn't wipe the smiles off our faces with a belt sander. On high. We crawl back to Sakura house (it is 8:30pm) and take our been-up-for-48-asses and throw them into bed. I crashed so fucking hard I slept for 15 glorious hours.

I was laughing for another 2 days about the ridiculosity of the New Year. Everything was great until the 3rd. That was the day I had the best Foie Gras available to humanity (as in the free, no please Nate, take the fucking Foie from Ryu-Gin Foie). 

I'm fucking ruined for life.

