DOUG HENDERSON

The Manga Artist

Panel 1:
he English teacher stands in front of his class. He is smiling and
I relaxed, leaning against his desk. Over his shoulder, the white
board reads: You can go to London. You can go to Paris. But you
can’t go to shopping.

He is blond with blue eyes, young and fresh-faced, a more idealized
version of myself. He doesn’t have to pluck the space between his eye-
brows or lose those last five pounds.

His top button is undone. His tie is loose. His shirt sleeves are rolled
up, exposing his hairy forearms. Chest hair rises above his collar, sandy
and golden. He is exotic to his students. They never knew blonds could
be hairy. He is teaching more than language.

Panels 2—5:

The teacher is speaking, but there are no word balloons. What he is
saying isn’t important. He is teaching in the way that American college
students spending a summer abroad do, with an emphasis on charm,
on telling jokes, and winning the class over. From the smiles on the
students’ faces, they are entranced. To watch him move, to be in his
presence, is reason enough for the class to meet three times a week.

Panel 6:

Of the ten students drawn, eight are women, two are men. The men are
in dark suits with jackets and ties. Their ties are not loose. The women
are a mix of old and young. Some are dressed for the office; some are in
trendy street clothes.

In the earlier panels, the students were smiling, enchanted; now they
are shocked. Some look annoyed. They dart their eyes to the right,
toward the back of the classroom.

Above their heads floats the first word balloon. Its tail points off the
panel to a speaker yet unseen.

“That’s not what I learned.”

Panel 7:

Masashige is sitting in the back of the class beside the windows. He is
grinning and leaning back in his chair. He is stocky with a broad face.
His hair is buzzed in an attempt to hide his receding hairline. He has a
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sparse five o’clock shadow and a short goatee on his chin. No mustache.
He is not wearing a suit. He is wearing the baggy striped T-shirt he
always wore. As he smiles, his cheeks dimple and his eyes crinkle.

“In my company, we use due date, not deadline,” Masashige says.

Panels 8—9:
The English teacher is smiling as he sits casually on his desk. He is
unfazed by Masashige’s challenge because Masashige always challenges
him.

With a wave of his hand, the teacher says, “Both are okay.”

The matter is settled then. The students are relieved and smiling
again.

Panel 10:

Masashige and the teacher look at each other across the room while
the other students chatter and collect their books. The teacher is still
smiling. Masashige is still grinning within the sunbeam. Something
undrawn is passing between.

Panels 11-12:
The bell rings. Faceless students file into the hall. On the wall is a bul-
letin board with photos and profiles of all the teachers.

Panel 13:

The English teacher’s profile and photo are second from the left. His
shirt collar is buttoned. His tie is tight. His name is Scotty James. He
is an American from Cleveland, Ohio. His favorite color: sky blue. His
favorite movie: The Empire Strikes Back. His favorite food: pepperoni
pizza. His blood type: AB. His motto: Adventure every day! Ganbatte
Kudasai!

Scotty never intended to teach English in Japan. He intended to
become a graphic artist, but after graduating, jobs were scarce. When
he saw a flyer offering a position teaching for the summer in Japan, he
thought it was better than working retail. Teaching in Japan sounded
exotic. And impressive. The kind of opportunity that could lead to any-
thing.

Panel 14:

Masashige’s messy apartment sprawls across the panel, lush with detri-
tus. Wooden beams line the ceiling, tatami mats pad the floor, and slid-
ing paper doors stand slightly open. Empty bowls of instant ramen are
stacked up like a miniature city on the kotatsu. Pushed against one wall
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is an angled drawing table with half-finished panels of a comic book.
Beneath the desk sits an overflowing trash can. There are clothes on the
floor and on the desk chair. Shelves crammed with books and manga
and toys line the walls, but I couldn’t possibly draw all the figurines
Masashige loved to collect from vending machines and Happy Meals.

Pressed against the far wall, beneath the open window, is a futon
occupied by two naked bodies.

Panel 15:

Scotty and Masashige lie on their backs looking content and restful.
Masashige is running a hand through the hair on Scotty’s chest. Their
bodies are not drawn in great detail, but it is clear that Masashige is
circumcised while Scotty is not. A twist that surprised us both.

Panels 16—17:
Lazy word balloons hang from the top of the panels.
“You don’t care if they suspect us?” Scotty asks.
“They won’t.” Masashige’s eyes are closed. “They are typical Japanese.”
Because Masashige graduated with a degree in fine art, he thought
of himself as separate from other Japanese, even though he had yet to
do anything with his art and worked part-time serving drinks at a café.
“By the way, I started drawing a new manga,” Masashige says. “It’s
about a mouse named Alfonso.”

Panels 18-19:

An empty classroom in an elementary school. The small chairs are
tucked neatly against the desks. The chalkboard has been cleaned. On
the teacher’s desk there is a vase with flowers. Late afternoon sun filters
through the windows.

A word balloon floating in the right-hand corner says: “Alfonso lives
in the wall of a third-grade classroom.”

A mouse scurries across the floor beneath the desks and chairs, past
the low shelves stocked with books. He is gray with white paws and
black eyes. He stands on his hind feet and slides a book from the shelf.
Its spine is thin and more than twice his height.

“He taught himself to read by listening from the back of the class.”

Panel 20:

Alfonso is on top of the open picture book. The words are in Japanese,
but the story is simple. A pig is rolling in mud on one page. A duck is
swimming in a pond on the other.
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In word balloons pointing off the page, Masashige narrates, “Reading
is not popular among the mice, but Alfonso thinks in the future all mice
will need to read.”

Panels 21-22:
“Every evening, Alfonso sneaks into the class and reads a book, until
one day...”

Alfonso is running along the window sill, past potted plants and
stacks of books, when he stops abruptly.

In front of him is a large glass aquarium, the bottom is filled with
wood chips. Pressing against the glass, standing on its hind legs, is a
hamster. It is white with gray ears.

“Konnichiwa,” reads a word balloon written in Japanese.

Underneath, a second balloon pointing off the page is written in
English.

“His name is Ham Sandwich.”

Panel 23:
Scotty and Masashige are standing over the drawing table, still naked.
Scotty is holding the panels of Masashige’s manga and looking at them
with a smile, but he is not only impressed, he is jealous. Scotty hasn’t
drawn anything since he arrived in Japan.

“Why Ham Sandwich?”

Masashige says, “The teacher bought him as a present for the class,
and the students chose the name. They thought it was funny. They call
him Hamuchan.”

Panels 24—25:

“From now, Alfonso reads a book to Hamuchan every night and they
become friends. Hamuchan only knows about the pet store and his glass
box.”

“Does Hamuchan ever get out?” Scotty asks. He skips ahead to the
end of the story, but it isn’t drawn yet.

Masashige says, “Maybe, but I don’t know how.”

Of course he didn’t. Masashige never finishes any of the manga he
draws. Straight out of college, he got a temporary job as an assistant
at a manga house, but he never drew anything more than backgrounds
and scenery. He talked about publishing his own manga independently.
He said several times, “I'm going to rent a booth with my friend at the
next Fujieda manga fair.”

But I don’t know if he ever did.
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Panels 26—30:

Scotty is walking in a clean, modern downtown, past restaurants and
shops. The signs on the buildings are all in Japanese except one: Fujieda
Station.

As he walks, Scotty talks into his cell phone.

“Yes, Mom, everything is great. Yes, it’s safe. No, everyone does not
speak English.” He stops and looks in the window of a restaurant to
check out the plastic models of the food they serve. “Yes, they have gro-
cery stores. Yes, they ride bicycles. It’s like any other first-world country.
Don’t worry. Everything is fine. I'm like a local already. I'll send some
pics.”

Choosing a restaurant, he bows beneath the curtains that hang in
the doorway. The restaurant is packed with low chairs and tables.
Customers are hunched over steaming bowls of noodles. At the far end
is an open kitchen where a lone chef is cooking behind a counter.

Scotty takes a seat. There are no menus. No waiter or waitress arrives
to take his order. He looks confused. From above his left shoulder floats
a word balloon. It is not filled with Japanese. It is filled with chicken
scratch.

The cook, in a dirty apron, is talking to Scotty from behind the coun-
ter. He is scowling and motioning with a spatula.

“Tempura soba?” Scotty asks.

The cook, shouting in chicken scratch, points toward the door.

Panel 31:
A vending machine near the entrance is embedded into the wall. Scotty
stands before it. The front is filled with large, rectangular buttons. All
of the writing is in Japanese and there are no pictures. There is a slot
for coins and bills, and at the bottom is an open area where something
will drop out. A line has begun to form behind Scotty as people, bowing
beneath the curtain, try to enter the restaurant.

The cook is shouting. Customers are looking up from their meals and
watching Scotty fumble with the machine. There are beads of sweat on
his brow.

Panel 32:
Scotty is at McDonalds eating a hamburger. To his right is a bag of fries
and to his left a large drink. He looks satisfied.

Panel 33:

An open door at the end of a long, dark hallway. On the door is a name
plate: Teacher Lounge.
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Panel 34:
The teacher’s lounge has a sofa and several tables with chairs. There
are no windows. The walls are covered with bookshelves. Scotty sits at
one of the tables, surfing on his phone and eating a sandwich. There
are several other teachers with him, two men in shirts and ties and a
woman in a blouse and skirt. They are all Westerners. They sit at a small
table next to Scotty and eat with chopsticks out of plastic bento boxes.
The two male teachers are talking.
“What do you think of Misako?” Thomas, the bigger one, asks.
“Who?” Scotty’s mouth is full, but the word balloon is pointing at
him.
“She works for the travel bureau. Wants to move to Australia.”

Panel 35:
An image of a woman with long dark hair and a slim face floats above
Scotty’s right shoulder.

Panel 36:
Scotty is working at his desk. Misako is standing on the other side, look-
ing at him attentively. Behind her, other students file out of the class-
room. Her hands are outstretched, presenting Scotty with a cellophane
bag of mini chocolate chip cookies.

“Scotty Sensei, this is for you.”

Panel 37:
Sitting in the teacher’s lounge, talking with the guys, Scotty says:

“She’s alright, but I wouldn’t do her.”

The teachers throw back their heads and “HAHAHA” arches above
the panel.

They know Scotty is gay. He came out to them during their first week
of orientation. It was never his intention to go back into the closet when
he arrived in Japan. But, he hasn’t come out to the students. Masashige,
who pinged his gaydar, being the only exception.

The school feared teachers would steal clients by tutoring them pri-
vately, so having lunch or even a cup of coffee with a student was not
allowed. Certainly having sex with them was out of the question. But
in Fujieda, there are not many places for foreigners to mix with the
Japanese, or for the Japanese to mix with foreigners. And the students
were eager for contact. So, teachers taught in their free time. They met
up with students in the bars on the weekends. They fucked the women
crazy and broke their hearts.
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Scotty decided during his first week of orientation not to be that kind
of teacher. If he met a guy, he would keep it simple.

Panel 38:

Stars sparkle in the sky above a narrow street with low, wood-slat build-
ings. Neon signs written in English and Japanese advertise BEER and
SAKE. There are no cars, only the silhouettes of people. There are no
faces in the darkness.

Panel 39:

One building is cleaner than the rest. Its facade is a lighter wood. It
has no windows, but its door is open. A sign, like a light box, stands
to the right. It reads: Fruitsbasket. There are no rainbow flags or pink
triangles, but this is Fujieda’s most popular gay club.

Panel 40:
Masashige and Scotty are sitting together at the bar. Scotty is dressed
in his shirt and tie. Masashige is wearing stripes. They are smiling,
dimples out, stars in their eyes, and talking while they drink. Behind
them, silhouettes dance. Musical notes float above their heads.
Masashige says he has never been inside Fruitsbasket before. Scotty
asks why, but Masashige says he doesn’t know.
“Don’t you want to meet guys?” Scotty asks. “Don’t you get horny?”
Masashige says, “This place is not interesting.”
But Scotty knows what Masashige means: Masashige isn’t into
Japanese men.

Panels 41—44:

Scotty takes Masashige by the hand and leads him onto the dance floor.
It is crowded, but they find a space. Scotty raises his drink high, closes
his eyes, and tries to lose himself in the music. Masashige is dancing
too, but he does not stop watching Scotty.

Scotty takes off his tie and shoves it into his back pocket. He untucks
his shirt and unbuttons another button. His sleeves are already rolled
up. As he dances, the lights catch the hair on his forearms and the hair
on his chest where his shirt is open.

Soon Scotty is surrounded by dancing men. Some have their shirts off.
Some whisper in his ears. They put their arms around him. They try to
reach their hands under his shirt.

Scotty looks for Masashige, but he is gone.
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Panel 45:
Scotty finds Masashige outside by the front door.

“Sorry,” Masashige says, his word balloon low at the bottom of the
panel. “I needed some air.”

Panel 46:
Masashige and Scotty are naked in bed. The panel shows them from
the chest up.

“Is this getting too serious?” Scotty asks.

Panel 47:
They lie in the dark, looking at the ceiling.

Panel 48:
Masashige closes his eyes and says, “The gay world is sad.”

Panel 49:
Scotty pulls Masashige close, and they wrap their arms around each
other.

Panel so:
They lie in the dark, pressed together.

Panels s0—s55:
Masashige and Scotty are walking through downtown Fujieda, near the
station, past the shops and restaurants. The day is bright and sunny.
They enter the restaurant with the strange machine. Masashige casu-
ally stands before it and inserts coins in the slot. Scotty watches in
wonder as Masashige presses a few buttons, and two tickets fall out.
Masashige takes the tickets to the cook behind the counter who nods
in response, then Masashige and Scotty take a table against the wall.

Panel 56:

From a black portfolio, Masashige pulls out the pages of his manga.
“Alfonso reads to Hamuchan every day after school, but one day there

is a girl staying late to clean the classroom. Alfonso waits for her to

leave, but after she is done, she goes to Hamuchan’s aquarium.”

Panels 57—58:

A giant hand reaches into the aquarium. Hamuchan is pressed against
the glass, his eyes wide, but he cannot escape.
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Hamuchan is lifted into the air by the giant hand. He watches from
over the fingers as the ground falls away beneath him.

Panel 59:

Alfonso runs into the classroom from his hole in the wall. The school
girl looms over him. She is dressed in a dark blue sailor uniform with
a short skirt and long white socks pulled up to her knees. Hamuchan
peeks out of her cupped hand.

Panel 60:
The girl screams as Alfonso runs at her feet. She clutches her chest,
dropping Hamuchan, who falls in a white blur against the blue uniform.

Panels 61-62:

Hamuchan hits the floor and scurries to Alfonso. Together they run for
the hole in the wall. Jagged word balloons float above them as the girl
shouts in thick black letters: “Nezumi! Nezumi!”

Panel 63:
The cook behind the counter yells something in chicken scratch.
Masashige stands up and collects a tray with two steaming bowls of
noodles and broth.

Scotty is reading the manga and flipping through the pages.

Panel 64:
Alfonso and Hamuchan are walking inside the walls of the school, in
the gap that exists between the wood paneling, and Alfonso’s world is
revealed. Streams of mice are bustling back and forth along the beams
above and below Alfonso and Hamuchan. Some carry pieces of food
in their mouths. Some carry scraps of cloth or wood. They are big and
small, brown, white, and gray. They rush past Alfonso and Hamuchan
without a glance.

Hamuchan stands on his hind feet, taking in the scene. He is amazed.

Panel 65:
Scotty looks at the pages of Masashige’s manga with one hand while
leaning over his bowl and shoveling noodles into his mouth.

“They have some adventures together,” Masashige says from the other
side of the table.
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Panel 66:
Over Scotty’s shoulder, the mice in the manga are curled up in rice bowls,
sleeping, only to be woken up and chased away by a screaming teacher.

In another panel, Alfonso shouts, “Abunai!” when Hamuchan chews
on a wire.

“Demo oishii desu,” Hamuchan says, looking embarrassed, the wire still
hanging from his mouth.

A word balloon floats at the bottom of the page.

“Alfonso vyells, ‘“That’s dangerous!” And Hamuchan says, ‘but it’s so
delicious.”

Panel 67-68:

“This is adorable,” Scotty says from over the pages. He thinks maybe
he’ll draw a manga someday, if he can come up with a good idea. “What
are you going to do with it?”

“Remember, I told you about the Art Institute in Chicago? I'm think-
ing to use this for my application.”

Scotty does not remember, but he says, “You totally should.”

“It’s not done yet,” Masashige takes the pages back. “But I have until
December to apply.”

Scotty will return to Cleveland at the end of August, in less than two
months. By December, he will be long gone. Japan and English teaching
will be a memory, that crazy thing he did one summer.

“I hope I get to read the ending,” Scotty says, his mouth full.

Panel 69:
Steam rising from the bowls, Scotty and Masashige slurp up their
noodles.

From behind the counter, the cook calls out another order in chicken
scratch.

Panel 7o0:
A bullet train speeds through the Japanese countryside. Green hills roll
behind it. Mount Fuji rises in the distance against the blue sky.

Panel 71:
Scotty and Masashige are sitting side-by-side on the train. Masashige is
asleep, his head on Scotty’s shoulder. Scotty is wearing sunglasses, his
sketch pad on his knee as the rice paddies go by.

This is his first time outside of Fujieda since he arrived in Japan. He has
only seen rice paddies in photos. He wanted them to be more interesting,
but coming from Ohio, he is used to seeing the countryside, and he can’t
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get excited over long swathes of nothingness. He has not sketched a thing.
Who lives out here? he wonders. Who takes care of all this rice? He is
thankful he didn’t end up in a town more rural than Fujieda.

Panel 72:
Scotty and Masashige are lost and confused, dragging their luggage
through a hastily drawn sea of people. Every square foot of space is
taken up by another person. There is no chance to stop, there is barely
time to breathe.

In English, above their heads are the words: TOKYO STATION.

Panel 73:

Scotty and Masashige are looking out of their cab as it sits in traffic.
The neon lights of Tokyo reflect off the passenger windows: SONY,
MASSAGE, LIVE SHOW, and TOSHIBA.

Panel 74:

Scotty and Masashige are in a crowded clothing store. They are trying
on silly hats and jackets and looking at the price tags with shocked
expressions.

Panel 75:

Scotty and Masashige are eating crepes rolled and stuffed with fruit and
cream. Behind them, girls in black frilly dresses and top hats walk arm
in arm beneath their lace parasols.

Panel 76:

Scotty and Masashige are sitting on a sofa in a small square room and
belting into a microphone. Music notes rise above their heads. The walls
are decorated like an ocean beach, but through the window, sparkling
skyscrapers reach toward the moon.

Panel 77:
Scotty and Masashige are wandering down a dark, narrow side street.
There are doorways on either side with men smoking in the shadows.

Panel 78:

Scotty and Masashige have come to an open intersection with a bar
on every corner. One of the bars has a large open patio, and men
have spilled into street. The men are laughing and smiling. Some hold
drinks. Some hold each other. Most are Japanese, but a good number
are Westerners.
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Scotty and Masashige exchange hungry smiles.

Panel 79:

Scotty and Masashige are dancing. They have stripped off their shirts
and are surrounded by musical notes and bare-chested men. Lights flash
above them and music pounds out of the speakers in squiggly lines.

Panel 8o:

Scotty stands at the bar and watches while Masashige dances with a
bearded, muscular man. Curly, red hair covers the man, front and back.
Masashige keeps his eyes lowered, trying to play it cool. But Scotty is
smirking. He knows what Masashige likes.

Panel 81:

Their arms around each other, Scotty and Masashige stumble out of
the bar and flag down a taxi as the bearded man waves goodbye. Their
cheeks are pink, their eyelids are heavy, asterisks spark around their
heads, but they are smiling with satisfaction.

Panel 82:

Scotty and Masashige are in their hotel room having sex. Masashige
is lying back on the bed, his legs are over Scotty’s shoulders. Scotty’s
hairy butt fills the bottom left corner of the panel as he thrusts into
Masashige. “AH AH AH” sprinkles the page.

Panels 83-84:
Scotty collapses on top of Masashige. They are both huffing and puffing,
but eventually their heartbeats slow down. Their bodies press together.
“I love you,” Masashige whispers.
“I love you too,” Scotty says.
Their word balloons are small and perfectly round.
These two panels are sketched in pencil. I never inked them. Heavy
black lines cross through them.

Panel 8s:
Scotty and Masashige are back on the bullet train leaning against each
other. This time they are both asleep.

Panel 86:

Large, black crows sit on a power line and “KAW KAW KAW.” Below
them, a trash bag they have torn open spews garbage into the street.
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Panel 87:
Scotty is sitting behind his desk wearing his shirt and tie. Afternoon sun
pours through the windows. The classroom is empty of students except
for Masashige, who stands on the other side of the desk.

“How have you been?” Masashige asks.

“I'm good,” Scotty says.

“Why don’t you answer your phone anymore?”

Panel 88:
This is the conversation Scotty has been dreading since he arrived. He
looks at Masashige with regret. A word balloon floats at the top of the
page.

“I'm leaving in a few weeks.”

Panel 89:
“So, you don’t want to see me?” Masashige asks in the center of one
small panel.

Panel go:
“Of course I want to.” Scotty looks out the window as he speaks.

Panel 91:
“Just one more time,” Masashige says.

Panel 92:
Still Scotty looks out the window. His eyes are lowered. There is no
word balloon.

Panel 93:
“How about tomorrow night?” Masashige asks. “I’ll cook dinner. Meet
me in front of the conbini at seven.”

Panel 94:
Scotty continues to look out the window, his eyes still lowered.
‘(Okay‘)7

Panel 95:

Two men are smoking in front of Fruitsbasket as Scotty walks into the
darkness of the open doorway. It is night, and a few stars are visible in
the sky. There are no cars passing, and no people walking by.
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Panels 96—98:
Scotty sits by himself at the bar and drinks. In each successive panel, his
eyes become heavier, his posture more slouched.

“Konnichiwaaa,” he says when a man sits beside him.

Panel 99:
Masashige is waiting outside of a brightly lit convenience store. He holds
a plastic bag filled with groceries. He is looking at his watch.

Panels 100-102:
Scotty is on the dance floor. His shirt is open, and his tie is gone.
Japanese men are dancing around him, touching him.

Scotty takes one of the men by the hand and leads him off the floor.
He pulls the man into the restroom and into a stall.

The walls of the stall run from floor to ceiling. There are no gaps
above or below. This allows for privacy.

Panel 103:

Scotty’s head is back and his eyes are closed. A hum of pleasure escapes

his lips. The man’s head bobs as it blocks Scotty’s crotch from view.
Above Scotty’s right shoulder floats an image of himself. He is look-

ing at a small toy bear from Masashige’s collection. Masashige watches

from behind.

Panel 104:
Scotty stands in Masashige’s apartment, the toy bear in his hand as he
studies it.

“Just so you know, this is only a summer fling.”

Masashige, nodding, asks, “Fling wa nani?”

Panel 105:
“It’s just for fun,” Scotty says, putting the bear back on the shelf
amongst the other toys. “Just for right now. Let’s not get serious.”

Panel 106:
“Wakarimashita,” Masashige says, smiling. “I got it.”

Panel 107:

Masashige is sitting on the curb in front of the convenience store. The
bag of groceries sits beside him. He is looking to his left, down the
street, in the direction Scotty usually walks from.
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Panel 108:
Scotty steps into the panel. His clothes are disheveled. His head is
down. His word balloon is small.

“Hey.”

Panels 109—-110:

Scotty and Masashige are having sex on Masashige’s futon. The room
is dark. Their bodies are drawn in thick, curving lines. Their expres-
sions are pained. Afterward, they lie back-to-back. Their eyes are open.
Neither one can sleep.

Panel 111:
Hanging from a flag pole, several colorful windsocks shaped like fish
blow in the breeze.

Panel 112:
It is a bright sunny day. Scotty and Masashige are hugging in front of
Fujieda station. On the curb behind them are two suitcases.

“Take care,” Masashige says.

“Let me know about Chicago,” Scotty says, but he doubts Masashige
will really apply for grad school. He doubts they will ever meet again. In
a few months the whole experience will be a memory, something Scotty
will look back on and try to make sense of.

Panel 113:
On the airplane, Scotty sits beside a window. He is talking to a Japanese
woman sitting to his left. He is smiling, all charm.

“I was an English teacher.”

Panel 114:
Clouds pass by outside, but Scotty isn’t looking.
On his tray table is the manga Masashige drew.

Panel 115:
Alfonso and Hamuchan have left the school. They are running down
the wide front stairs, fear and excitement in their eyes. Before them a
field of wild grass stretches tall and terrifying beyond the final edges of
the page.
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