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Love at Least


One day in senior high, I got so fed up with the slog of school life that I decided to shave all the hair off my body. Head, eyebrows, pits, pubes—only the nose and eyelashes I couldn’t bring myself to do. Standing before the mirror with my long limbs and shapely head in their newfound smoothness, I felt like I might even be able to pull this off as a statement on beauty, but in the end my parents cried, my teachers yelled, and my friends either asked what was wrong or looked the other way; some even suggested I’d lost the plot. In short, I never really fit in as a teenager.

Yet maybe in some weird way I wasn’t so different from the speed-eater I now watch devouring hot dogs on TV. Sure, he may be trying to win a competition, but as he removes the sausage, plunges the bun into his paper cup of water, and shoves it down his throat, I can’t help but think that this guy is searching for some deeper meaning. Why else would he choose to scoff soggy bread while patriotic American spectators flip him the bird and yell, “Choke on it, Jap!”

But then again, watching the man’s expression as he repeats his winning technique with clockwork precision, I begin to wonder if there really is any point to this beyond consuming countless hot dogs that don’t need to be eaten. At some point I realize that I’ve switched off the television.

With the room quiet, the only sounds come from the traffic outside and the hot air being blasted out by the air conditioner, and for a moment my ears feel shortchanged. I use the remote to bump the room temperature up to thirty degrees. As soon as I do, the machine stops blowing and, with a noise like a strangled cough, dies. Apparently air conditioners are designed to conk out if you ask for too high a temperature. I give in and set it down to twenty-seven degrees, then crawl into bed. When I switch the fan to low, the unit finally starts showing signs of life again.

I pull the lint-covered electric blanket right up to my shoulders, thinking of how many different shows I have watched over the past twenty days. For all that viewing, I can barely remember what any were about, with one exception. A few days ago, I was in bed flicking through the channels, eyes half-closed, when I came across a deep dive into Katsushika Hokusai’s Thirty-six Views of Mount Fuji.

Though you might not be able to tell, I had actually spent some time at design school, so this caught my interest enough to put down the remote. They had just started on that painting you see in every textbook: the raging wave mid-surge—woomph!—thrusting its talons into the air above Mount Fuji. The program used modern technology to analyze this image from every angle, eventually ending up with a photograph taken at a shutter speed of one five-thousandth of a second that miraculously matched Hokusai’s composition to a T.

Seen side by side, the photo and the famous painting really did look like one had been traced from the other—they had the same Fuji tones, the same arc to the wave, even the exact same number of scattered droplets. The match was so perfect that without knowing any better I definitely would have thought it was photoshopped. Of course, it wasn’t the cameraman who had pulled off some fantastic feat but the genius of Katsushika Hokusai, who way back then had captured one five-thousandth of a second with nothing but his naked eye.

Since I cannot imagine Edo-period Hokusai hunched over his brush saying, Oh, man! I just saw the coolest wave! as he painted a moment only just now matched by modern science, I suppose he must have dreamed the scene up in his mind. Only by some miraculous fluke had reality caught up with his imagination. And yet, the more I looked at those two Fujis side by side, the more they appeared too alike to dismiss as pure coincidence. I couldn’t help feeling there was something else, something that defied explanation.

Here’s what I think:

For Hokusai, that woomph! was a moment of such electrifying intensity that it jolted his brain cells. As the globs of dopamine flooded in, his mind must have been seared with an image that by rights he should never have seen.

A few years back, while out on a day trip to Fuji-Q Highland, I got to see the real Mount Fuji from a rental car window. Unfortunately, though, the sight did not strike me in any way that might unlock a new plane of consciousness. For me, at least, the 172-kilometer-per-hour Dodonpa roller coaster we rode that afternoon was far more exhilarating.

I am sure that just means my own Mount Fuji moment is still out there somewhere.

A month ago, one of the guys at my part-time supermarket job casually asked me out on a date. The idea that even such a no-hoper figured he was in with a chance plunged me into a depression.

By that point I had lost count of how many episodes I have been through. The fact that you couldn’t clearly say where one bout ended and another began made it all very fuzzy, but this time felt like I was in for a pretty big wave. It probably didn’t help that the guy in question was someone who would happily pair a mustard-colored sweater with mustard-colored corduroy pants and had a face that looked like it was sheathed in a stocking.

All the same, I kept showing up for my nine hundred yen an hour at the supermarket job, convincing myself that I would not let these rough waters pull me under. But even as I tried to lay the matter quietly to rest, it got complicated. Apparently the deli-section lady who looked like a deep-fried shishito pepper had always liked this guy and, somehow ending up with the wrong idea, now had it in for me. The name tag I kept in my locker began to emerge with words like tramp scrawled in permanent marker. I would get my “lost” badge replaced, and the minute it left my sight I would find a freshly scrawled die slat—I guess her spelling wasn’t the best—but since I couldn’t be bothered pursuing the culprit, I let it go.

That seemed to tick Shishito off all the more, and as I was getting changed in the women’s locker room she sidled over, sniffling and complaining about a pollen allergy, then unleashed a barrage of sneezes in my direction. When I noticed the word bitch snuck in slyly under each sneeze, the sheer childishness of it all finally broke me. I was so sick of everything—from having to tell the supervisor that I had left my badge at home to making sure I didn’t end up next to Stocking Face at the cash registers—that I snapped, yelling, “Leave me out of your shitty love triangles!” until people got mad at me, and that’s how I was fired.

“Yasuko, you awake?”

There’s a knock at the door. Lying in bed facing the window, I turn my head slightly. Since my default mode is sleeping on my stomach, with my left hand at my collarbone so as not to squash my breasts, my hand ends up numb when I wake. If only I had slept on my back as a kid, a D cup wouldn’t be such a pipe dream, I sometimes think, but that ship had long sailed.

Perhaps because it happens fairly regularly when the seasons change, having a partner holed up in her room like this doesn’t seem to worry Tsunaki in the slightest; his routine is to come knock on the door after getting home from work, before bed, and anytime he happens to be around. Always two knocks and always the same set phrase, as if that is all he knows how to say.

“Why don’t you come out?”

There it is again. You work with words for a living and yet you can’t come up with anything better to say to your own girlfriend? How about putting some thought into fixing this mess? It’s not like I’m with you for the money . . . Despite my anger at his glaring laziness, I don’t feel like saying much either, aside from “Shut up and let me be.” I am surprised by how husky my own voice sounds after sleeping with the heater on.

Yet again, Tsunaki simply walks away from the door and goes into the toilet down the hall. I’m just an afterthought on his way to take a leak. Through half-open eyes I spot the second volume of Kōbō Abe’s complete works gathering dust under the bed and consider hurling it at the door with all the strength I can muster.

That moron cares about books so much, I’m sure he would squeal like a hipster told to shave his mustache. As for me, I am the kind of person who leaves books at the bottom of her bag until the covers get all crumpled, and couldn’t really care less what happens to them. Novels are for narcissists. I said this to Tsunaki once after abandoning a sci-fi series two pages in. “What do you mean?” he asked in shock, and to be fair, I didn’t really know what I meant either. In any case, during three years together our differing opinions on books have nearly ended the relationship on several occasions.

I hear the toilet flush, and instead of bothering to hurl the book I settle for keeping watch over the door. It isn’t locked. I had only gone to that effort for the first three days of this depression; since then, anyone could enter by simply turning the knob, but Tsunaki hasn’t seemed to have noticed.

Instead of returning to the living room, Tsunaki goes to the front door and calls out “Convenience store!” as he leaves. As the sound of the flushing toilet subsides, I catch a snippet of an enka tune outside the window. Without moving from the bed, I gaze up through a gap in the blackout curtains. It feels like the dark sky behind the glass is bearing down upon me.

Kei Tsunaki’s apartment is a simple three-room with a dining area off the kitchen, and after coming here to have sex I ended up sticking around and making myself at home. The rent and fees cost 125 thousand yen a month, pretty reasonable for a place only fifteen minutes out of Shinjuku, but the caveat is living beside one of Tokyo’s main ring roads, where cabs and long-haul trucks belch out foul-smelling fumes night and day. To make things worse, the Metropolitan Expressway stretches neatly over the top of it like a rain cover, so that when you stand out on our balcony, you can see the dekotora trucks with their flashy paint jobs and neon lights whizzing past, both above and below.

The building is long and narrow, with only the first apartment on each floor facing the road. We are in 303, which falls right in the middle, while 305 apparently pays an extra two thousand yen in rent for being farthest from the noise.

We use the largest room as our living area, another as our bedroom, and the remaining sunless six-tatami room serves as book storage, where shelves crammed with Tsunaki’s vast collection of novels and manga cover every inch of wall apart from the window and door, hemming you in from all sides. Even the spaces between the bookshelves and ceiling have been used up with the economy of a master storeman, albeit one who clearly doesn’t care about earthquakes.

And because my TV, bed, and all the other bits of extra furniture that had moved in with me were put straight into this room, there is hardly any space for a person to lie down. The way that guy keeps buying books and tossing them in here, not even sorting by genre, you’d think he had created some kind of fourth dimension.

All the same, since quitting my job and deciding I don’t want to see anyone for a while, I have now spent more than twenty days cooped up in this strange universe. I do go out to get some takeaway if I feel like eating, but to be honest the situation is verging on grim. These days people opt for the softer mental health label instead of a loaded word like depression, but essentially I spend every day on an intense emotional roller coaster.

My brain, its folds smoothed and strung out into a slippery mush, registers that the hands of the bedside clock are showing eleven thirty at night. I am pretty sure I went to sleep at six this morning, which means that the knock has woken me some seventeen and a half hours later. Perhaps spending too long in this other world has given me some kind of ability to transcend time and space.

Hypersomnia. Mental illness. Twenty-five years old.

I open the laptop beside me in bed and search for these words online, tapping away at the keyboard with the overgrown nails of my index fingers. The champagne-pink polish has chipped to the point where you just want to be done with it, but some bits stubbornly cling on, calling my worth as a woman into question. Oversleeping brings a headache that leaves me low-key struggling. Groaning, I gulp down some Bufferin with flat cola, then take a closer look at the glass and notice the surface of the black liquid gleaming with oils that had seeped out of my lip balm, which is enough to make me want to jump into a freezing river. I touch my pinkie to the side of my nose. It comes away with that same slick glisten, giving my fingerprint a sinister sheen. Imagine how much I could gross someone out by sticking my used pore pack in their face.

Not that it matters anyway—after three days without bathing, no one is going to come near me. The screen shows seventy-one search results, which I scroll through while filling my mouth with stale popcorn.

Yesterday I came across a free porn site that had all the filthy images anyone could want, and even as I wondered what made human beings sink to such lows I realized that, to someone looking on, I wasn’t far behind those girls, though I’m pretty sure I still spent the night endlessly watching whatever the hell they were doing. We haven’t had sex in ages, now that I think about it. Depression doesn’t exactly do much for your sex drive, but Tsunaki has always been rather tepid in that regard anyway, and by now I too mostly just think of him as someone I live with; I can’t really be bothered trying to make things happen in the bedroom.

But more to the point, how was I supposed to get excited about a guy who groans on the toilet like a Mongolian throat singer, hitting both high and low notes at the same time? Tsunaki’s weak stomach sends him packing way too often, so that even on the rare occasion when we decide to go out on a date and eat somewhere slightly fancier, he always heads for the bathroom once the meal is done, leaving me to sit there on my own. It happens so soon after eating I can’t help but think that whatever he puts in his mouth simply goes straight through him. And there you have it: sexual desire defeated by life.

I grope desperately around the blue ashtray on the floor with one hand, only to find that I am out of cigarettes, and sink back into the bed. I should try to text Tsunaki, I guess.

I post a quick update on a forum for hypersomniacs—Couldn’t get up today either, crashed for seventeen and a half hours! Depression still going stronggg . . . just put me out of my misery (^O^)/—then slip out of bed to at least get a drink. I’ve only started posting on the forum fairly recently, drawn by the sense of camaraderie with others who have the same problems. I thought I was being pretty clever in calling oversleeping hypersomnia, as opposed to insomnia, and was surprised to find everyone else using the word as though it was common knowledge.

After spending the day lying down, my hip bone feels funny where it had been pressed up against the springs. I’m considering whether to go back for a little more sleep when I open the door to a savage blast of cold air that instantly withers every listless muscle in my body.

I let out a squeal and, in a panic, grab a lap blanket that had been flung onto the bed, to wear as a shawl. Yahoo News says we are having an abnormally cold winter. In the room, I always keep the heater blasting, but just stepping out into the icy hallway makes me feel like I’m going to be snap-frozen solid from the soles up. At least I’m not out on the street. Especially up north in Hokkaido, where nights drop down to minus forty and sleeping rough means death. I comfort myself with these thoughts as I rifle through the fridge. Margarine, wasabi, Mizkan bonito soup base, a shriveled-up onion, seven bottles of Yunpamine “nutritionally fortifying tonic for physical fatigue” . . . Always nothing but rubbish.

As I pour myself a glass of Pepsi in the kitchen, teeth chattering, Tsunaki comes into the living room carrying a bag from the convenience store. “I bought your cigarettes,” he calls out. Instead of responding to that, I tell him to seriously stop screwing the Pepsi lid on so tight that I can’t open it. I gaze down at my palm; the ridges along the bottle cap have dug in, leaving red lines that stand out like a Pepsi bite mark.

“You hungry? I bought some food too.”

“The Pepsi. I said cut it out, all right?”

“Oh, sorry,” Tsunaki says and sets the plastic bag down on the kotatsu table in the living room. As he stoops forward, one end of his checkered scarf flops down off his shoulder. It must be pretty cold outside, judging by the way Tsunaki’s dripping nose catches the fluorescent lights as brightly as the lenses of his glasses.

I slam the fridge door hard enough to send the cheap magnets flying, trying to make a point—Hey, Four-Eyes, don’t act so chill with me—but after all these days of me shutting it in more or less the same way, he barely seems to notice. I take my drink into the living room to find him taking off his coat and ask, “Hey, where are your gloves?”

“What?”

“The gloves. Didn’t you wear them?”

“I forgot.”

Tsunaki pretends to scan the jumble of clothes on the sofa for all of two seconds. It’s so obviously just for show, to say, There you go, I looked, that I can’t suppress the irritation welling up inside me.

“It’s freezing out, isn’t it?” I say in a forceful tone.

“Yeah.”

“Then why don’t you wear them? I gave you those gloves, didn’t I? Wear ’em.” Ahh, I hate this. The oversleeping really shortens my fuse.

“All right.”

“It’s not all right. Put ’em on.”

Tsunaki pauses for a moment while taking off his jeans, thinking about his next move, then finds the pair of woolen gloves at the bottom of the heap of clothes on the sofa. “Now?” he asks simply.

I myself don’t know what I hope to achieve, but it’s too late to back out, so I press on. “Now.”

Tsunaki puts the gloves on with a blank look on his face, then goes back to getting changed. Feeling slighted, I lash out. “It’s not a fucking joke!” I yell.

“. . . I’m not joking around.”

“Like hell you aren’t! Wearing gloves in the house? That’s ridiculous!”

“You told me to . . .”

“So what if I did?”

Tsunaki stands there silently.

“Hey, maybe try to read between the lines for once, how about that?”

“Sorry.”

“What do you mean ‘sorry’? Sorry for what?” Dammit, this is all wrong. That’s not what I wanted to say. The conversation has taken a strange turn, and it’s this jerk’s fault for paying me no attention. For always shrugging me off. All I wanted was for you to put the gloves on and say, Oh wow, what’s this? They’re so warm. You’re amazing, Yasuko! Just to be appreciated, that’s all—why couldn’t we even get these little things right?

“Forget it,” I say. Tsunaki nods and takes the gloves off, tossing them onto the sofa.

His checked-out expression, which suggests that he thinks nothing of the exchange, reminds me of the air conditioner that had just now given up the ghost when I asked for thirty degrees. Tsunaki can only deal with me with the settings on a low twenty-seven. Somehow it never gets through to this guy that he is three degrees short.

The gloves bounce off a towel balled up on the sofa and fall to the floor, but Tsunaki makes no move to pick them up. I figure he is exacting revenge, but glancing around I can see it is more than that: our living room has sunk to a new low. The kotatsu is caked with some kind of food residue, new book additions from the past twenty days stand in stacks around the room, and even the rug lies slack and dog-eared atop the floorboards. You can’t help but notice the empty Yunpamine bottles, all that nutritional fortifying, while the trash can overflows with half-crushed tissue boxes. I also remember the dirty dishes and old plastic food containers piled in the sink.

“What, you don’t have time to clean this place?” I ask.

“Yeah, I’m kinda swamped right now.”

Though we haven’t set anything in stone, my general policy on housework is to leave things until they get out of hand, so Tsunaki is always first to start tidying.

“Well I’m dealing with depression right now,” I tell him, to which Tsunaki simply nods without looking this way. He goes about changing into his house clothes instead of turning on the heat. Irritated by his uselessness, I grab the remote.

“I told you, stop turning off the heat if you’re just going down to the store.”

With a beep, the air conditioner vent starts to open. Knowing the room will take a while to warm up, I slide under the kotatsu and crank the dial all the way up to seven. But instead of the regular fluffy blanket, our kotatsu is covered with what would normally be the floor mat, which only adds to my stress. How am I supposed to get comfortable under this stiff thing?

We bought the kotatsu from an electronics store two years ago, but since Tsunaki couldn’t settle on a blanket pattern he liked, we’ve ended up using this mocha-beige floor mat the whole time. When I wanted to get a new one at Muji he said Muji was too plain, as if that weren’t the whole point. He seems to have some strange hang-up about only spending money on things that “have value,” like when I find a place to eat out and he insists he can cook the same food at home, or the time when I asked for a drink from a vending machine and Tsunaki, completely straight-faced as he held out the bottle, told me I owed him sixty yen. I totally lost it. Apparently that was his idea of a joke, but our differing views on humor and money have also nearly ended the relationship on several occasions. Honestly, who makes their unemployed girlfriend cover a quarter of the rent?

The convenience store bag in front of me gives off a faint smell of food, and I open it to find gyūdon and yakisoba.

“Which do you want?” Tsunaki asks, adjusting his glasses after changing into a sweatshirt.

“What about you?”

“Gyūdon.”

Receiving the yakisoba that swiftly comes his way, Tsunaki adds, “All right, give me half later,” but I ignore him and go into the kitchen to microwave my gyūdon. With a whir, the plate starts turning for a few seconds, and then a sudden jolt turns everything black. The hum of electromagnetic waves trails off.

“Hey, why didn’t you switch off the kotatsu?” I yell toward Tsunaki in the living room. “Sorry,” comes the apology, along with a dim flicker of light in the darkness. Peering toward it, I see that Tsunaki has his phone flipped open to use as a flashlight.

“The breaker?”

“I’ll go have a look.”

Tsunaki walks out into the hallway, constantly clacking his phone open and shut to keep the screen lit. Its pale bluish glow reflecting off his glasses makes his face look oddly vacant, and I find myself thinking that if I came across this guy in the street, I would definitely run for it; in the same moment, I also decide not to mention the heater, computer, and electric blanket that I left on in the book room.

“Lately just about anything sets it off. Maybe the thing’s cooked,” I call out. “Hey, why don’t you phone the power company and get them to bump up the amperes? I saw it on TV once. They can just bump up the ampere setting, you know.”

Whether he hears me or not, Tsunaki responds with a noncommittal “Yep.” As I stand there waiting, all at once the appliances around me seem to cast off some heavy burden, though each comes back to life at its own pace. Power is restored to our house. Visibility returns so swiftly I feel as though someone had staged the whole scene only to call Cut! and yank us back to reality.

When I push the button to restart the microwave, the thing starts screeching like a hysterical woman trying to figure out where she is after regaining her senses. “Shut up,” I mutter and jab a finger to make it stop.

After a moment’s indecision, I take out the not-even-lukewarm gyūdon. I hadn’t particularly felt like eating this in the first place, so I’m fine to settle for eating it cold. I am less a woman than a thrown-in towel with legs and a pair of tits. It is only fitting that I settled for Tsunaki.

Three years ago, after promptly dropping out of design school and impulsively dating a graphic designer, a tanka poet, and a director of Godzilla-style special effects films, twenty-two-year-old me had just started working at the train station bookstore. When I showed up at a mixer event organized by girls from the store, planning just to get drunk, he was the guy with the glasses and blank expression who happened to sit next to me.

Every now and then he tried to strike up a conversation, but it was obvious he did so out of a sense of obligation and was only there to balance out the numbers. “You don’t like these boozy parties, do you?” I asked. “No, not exactly my kind of thing,” he replied in a small voice, taking a little slurp of froth from his beer.

At this point I didn’t see myself ever going out with the guy, to be honest. Despite some minor flaws—the mood swings and occasional eccentric behavior—I wasn’t exactly wanting when it came to male attention; in fact, the mixer had barely begun when guys started chatting me up like it was some sort of contest. But when I made no effort to hide my lack of interest in their pointless conversations (what the heck do you expect me to do with your star sign?) and gave equally inane responses—“Right, right,” “So?” “I’ve had my whole face done, you know”—the guys promptly scoped out another girl and moved seats. The mixer venue was an izakaya that had gone all in on moody lighting and fancy decor. Originally a cheap chain joint, the place had remodeled and rebranded by sticking The in front of its name. If they thought that was all it took to transform yourself, they were dreaming; no matter how many times I had tried to stick with a job by telling myself that this was “the one,” I always ended up quitting.

Our group of ten was seated around two sunken kotatsu-style tables, and at some point I realized that nearly everyone had migrated to what started out as the quiet one, leaving only myself, already onto ordering warm sake, and Tsunaki, who had picked the spot closest to the door upon arrival and not budged since.

I guess mostly out of politeness, he started offering pleasantries about the day’s weather and whatnot. Tsunaki’s comments were about as superficial as they come, but he didn’t try to force an energy that wasn’t there, which made him at least slightly preferable to the other guys.

Though the frameless glasses gave him an intellectual air, Tsunaki’s face was neither particularly good nor bad. That said, the nondescript, sober-toned clothing he wore, the wispy hair that nearly obscured his eyes, and the almost intentionally curved line of his back all screamed Don’t see me. This was a guy whose very DNA seemed to have predestined him for plainness. When I asked him what he looked for in a girl, he replied with a bland “Someone who is nice.” “I bet you you’re not much of a meat eater,” I said, just throwing it out there on a hunch, which his “Ahh” neither confirmed nor denied.

I was the kind of girl who almost dropped out of high school because I didn’t feel like studying with a teacher whose face resembled the front end of a bullet train, who went around job hunting in a skirt that barely covered her butt (and failed miserably), and who always stuck out wherever she went. Tsunaki and I both became increasingly convinced that we were two very different creatures. But at least with Tsunaki, who looked like he might be happiest grazing in a peaceful paddock somewhere, I didn’t feel that I had to keep the conversation going. We picked at the plates of leftover food, idly commenting on the life-of-the-party guy at the other table who had launched into a Para Para dance routine. “Look at him go.” “He must practice a lot at home.”

Then I learned that Tsunaki worked as an editor at a notorious tabloid magazine, which I found so surprising that I had to ask him why. “Because that’s where I was assigned,” came his dispirited reply. This was around the time when rumors were flying that an idol singer known for her innocent image might have had a mental breakdown after the magazine dug up some half-nude photos from her past. When I pressed Tsunaki for his take, he offered nothing but an outsider’s opinion. “Terrible, isn’t it,” he said, breaking up fried tofu with his chopsticks.

Convinced that no one could possibly be this dull, from that point on I became almost obsessed with finding a topic of conversation that might get him to bite, but all I got in return were those splendidly generic responses. “How do you not bore yourself to death?” I asked him, trying to provoke, but he just looked mildly bemused.

Forget it. I was fed up with all of it, the whole boring lot of them. Tomorrow I’m ditching the bookstore job, I told myself as I downed the sake on my own, completely disregarding the point of the mixer. I had almost forgotten about the magazine thing but for some reason found myself growing more and more agitated. “What are you tapping away at over there?” I turned on Tsunaki as he tried to check the time of the last train on his phone, grabbing him in a headlock and letting my emotions spill out as a string of curses. “You scum! Put yourself in that girl’s shoes!” Thinking back on how often I had found myself on the wrong side of self-serving gossip, I cried, angrily blaming Tsunaki and everyone like him for the way I had turned out.

“Uh-oh, Glasses made the cutie cry.” Others had noticed the nonsense on this side of the room and were starting to poke fun, so Tsunaki got saddled with the job of getting me home in a taxi. Since I was too drunk to stand on my own, he lent me his shoulder on the way out. With me in my eight-inch heels we were basically the same height, and spindly Tsunaki staggered like an ant dragging a grasshopper.

“My bad.”

Once inside the car, the night air streaming through the open window quickly sobered me up, and the first thing I did was apologize. “Sometimes I just fly off the scale. I’m sorry.”

Tsunaki responded with “Not at all” or “It’s all right” or something equally close to saying nothing, and gazed out at a group of tourists trying desperately to hail our taxi. They looked drunk, laughing and shouting as they spilled out onto the road.

“Do you go to these kinds of get-togethers often?” I realized the question was a few hours late but asked anyway.

“No, it’s my first time. I usually turn down the invites.”

“So why today?”

“One of the guys asked me to come even out the numbers.”

“Same with me. But why didn’t you say no this time?”

“Um, because I’m single again, I guess.”

“Ah . . . Wait, you were dumped?”

“Well, dumped is . . . I split up with the person I was seeing last week, yes.”

Tsunaki nodded, taking off his glasses as if nursing a headache. Back at the izakaya, when the topic of dating came up early in the night, I did remember him saying he wasn’t good with girls. Inside the taxi, neon lights flooded in from roadside stores, and I noticed that the ears peeking through his wispy hair were flushed red. I rolled up the window a little to block out the noise of the wind.

“What was the reason?”

“Who knows. She said she wanted to break up with me.”

“That’s too bad,” I mumbled and decided it was better to drop the subject. Despite being drunk to the verge of puking and having been known as the oddball in school, even I had that much sense.

“Oh, come on.”

The driver’s grumbling drew my attention to the front, where I saw construction signs and barriers blocking off two of the three traffic lanes. Several cars were backed up in a line, flanked by workers waving red guide lights. “Hey, sir, looks like work on the road up ahead or something—how ’bout taking a right at the next light?” the driver called to us roughly over his shoulder, visibly irritated and apparently not big on customer service.

“If that’s the fastest way,” Tsunaki responded politely. “I don’t know the roads around here, so whichever you think is quicker.”

The taxi took off at the green light and veered around the flower shop on the corner, where a lit-up yellow sign offered 100 ROSES FOR ¥3,800!! I tried to stave off my queasiness by imagining the type of girl that Tsunaki would date: someone who loved sweet things, cried over romantic movies, and decked out her house in matching Francfranc furniture. Before long, our useless car got caught at another traffic light.

“Actually, I’ve just broken up with a guy too,” I said through the handkerchief I was holding to my mouth. “But I don’t have the money to move out, so I’m still living with him.”

“Even after breaking up?” Tsunaki asked, turning slightly this way and seemingly taking an interest in me for the first time that day.

“That’s right. We have separate rooms, so we hardly see each other.”

“When are you moving out?”

“Who knows. I can’t until I save up some money, and I haven’t saved anything ’cause I can never stick with a job for long.”

I might have to sell my body, I was about to add but stopped myself. The guys I had dated always whined about how you couldn’t tell whether I was being funny or serious.

“What are you going to do?”

“What am I going to do.”

Managing to outrun my gag reflex, the taxi arrived vomit-free at the apartment building where I lived with my ex, and my door opened onto the narrow street.

“Are you able to walk?”

I replied that I was fine and tried to stand, only to find that I still had some sake in my legs. In the end, Tsunaki told the driver to hang tight, and borrowing his shoulder again I took the elevator up to the fifth floor.

You can probably guess what happened next. When I finally got the key into the lock and stepped inside the entrance, we were assailed by a woman’s frenzied moans from the rear of the house. “We’ve broken up, and we have separate rooms, it’s completely fine,” I told Tsunaki with a laugh, but in the next moment, the waves of nausea I had desperately kept at bay came on stronger than ever, causing me to plaster the unknown woman’s shoes with half-digested steak cubes, pickled eggplant, avocado tuna salad, and fish-laden omelet.

What’s more, as I tottered, my head was split open by the pointed nose of a carved demon figurine that had looked cute in a Vietnamese housewares store. Drops of fresh blood began staining the collar of my coat. The feel of the warm liquid trickling down my neck reminded me of that old urban legend Akai Chanchanko—the one where people go into a bathroom stall and hear a voice ask, “Shall I put on your red chanchanko?” and whoever says yes is later found headless and covered in blood . . .

Along with the contents of my stomach, the heaving also brought up an animal-like wail that silenced the woman’s rapid-fire moaning. My ex-slash-housemate was no doubt quietly sussing us out from inside the dimly lit room, and when I pictured what was coming next, the whole mess became too much to handle. “I’m sorry,” I apologized to Tsunaki, who was standing behind me and watching the situation unfold. The back of my head throbbed, but I felt a few notches better after throwing up. I stumbled out the front door and shut it from the outside. “I hate cleaning up. We should probably bail.”

Keen to escape before the puke’s recipient gave chase, I rushed into the elevator. Tsunaki followed, slipping in just before the doors slowly slid to a close and standing next to me as I hammered the button for the ground floor.

“There’s blood coming from the back of your head,” he informed me quietly once the elevator had clanged to life.

“It does that sometimes,” I replied nonsensically, watching the numbers light up above the door. Tsunaki craned his neck to the same angle without saying anything. The faint stink of fresh blood started to fill the enclosed space.

“Are you going to get that looked at?” Tsunaki asked softly.

“I don’t have an insurance card, so let’s not. Instead . . .”

The elevator doors opened and I stepped into the entrance hall, in need of fresh air.

“Times like this, I just feel like running as fast as I can.”

If at that point Tsunaki had just climbed into the taxi on his own, there would surely have been no imaginable future in which we ended up together. I wonder what went through his mind as he adjusted his glasses and, like a track coach, silently trailed the girl dripping blood from her head.

We kept going until we reached this house, which just a week earlier Tsunaki had shared with another girl. I invited myself up and, after all the excitement, insisted on having sex. Tsunaki didn’t exactly object, and when I stuck around afterward because I had nowhere to go, he simply told me, “I don’t mind.” Perhaps the big place felt empty after the last girl walked out on him.

“Screw that chief editor job,” I mutter to myself as I slot the yellow basket into a cart by the supermarket entrance. Five minutes before closing time, hardly any customers remain in the store. I hurry to the vegetable section, steering around an employee who is trying to wheel in an entire rack of bargain-sale toilet paper from outside.

Six months ago, the previous editor-in-chief had resigned, and the position was basically foisted upon Tsunaki, despite him being just thirty-two. With its small circulation, the bimonthly magazine only had a three-man editorial team to begin with, so even though Tsunaki’s salary barely budged he now made it home on ever fewer days. I don’t know how much his workload has increased, but Tsunaki was looking pretty rough yesterday, and I felt like he had lost some weight again. Stretched as they already were, trying to run things with three people was insane. No doubt they’d be doing proofs again soon, which meant Mr. Tsunaki would be bunking in the office.

Naturally, I felt bad about sleeping round the clock and doing nothing, so I made up my mind to clean and cook for him. After my cold gyūdon, I had stayed up all night drowsily browsing the internet and putting together a menu: chili shrimp with vegetables, glass noodle salad, kenchin soup with greens.

My cooking repertoire consists of maybe ten dishes, two of which—curry and stew—are made exactly the same way, but I wasn’t going to let that stop me. I jotted down the ingredients and quantities, figuring I couldn’t go wrong as long as I followed the recipes. When I noticed the time, it was already five in the morning. To make sure I woke up at noon, I washed down some sleeping pills with cola, vowing this would be the day that I finally kicked my vampire lifestyle.

When I woke, it was nine thirty at night.

The darkness beyond the blackout curtains filled me with despair. I pressed my hands to the dull ache in my temples, and despite this being my daily reality I couldn’t help but think, This sucks. The alarm clock I had left by my pillow was probably somewhere under the bed after being violently assaulted in my sleep.

Why?

While everyone else got up in the morning and went to bed at night like it was no big deal, I couldn’t understand why it loomed over me like an insurmountable wall. Wake up while the sun is out—that’s it. Why couldn’t I manage such a simple thing? Did I really belong to the same species as everyone else? What was I missing?

Unable to stop the sinking feeling, I messaged Tsunaki, I might die. After a few minutes, the reply came, and I looked at my screen to find a text reading It okay. That It okay enraged me to no end. It? We’re talking about life and death here; at least read over the message before sending! How do you mess up so badly with just two words, Mr. Editor? You go and die.

My plan had been to start the laundry going and do a brisk clean in the meantime, but since the nearby supermarket closed at ten I quickly dressed, grabbed my wallet, and rushed out of the house. Outside, as luck would have it, Tokyo’s first snowfall of the year covered the ground several centimeters deep. That ruled out hopping on the bike, which was always my go-to option even though the convenience store was three minutes on foot. I set out for the supermarket, heel-toeing it like a racewalker down the road, which had already melted and started to freeze over into a skating rink.

Every time I placed my foot down on the semi-solid white substance, somewhere between ice and snow, the dark neighborhood echoed with the sound of a feral beast crunching on the bones of its prey. That rough, violent noise shattered any romantic ideas I may have had about snow. I muttered “Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck” under my breath with the rhythm of each step. “Someone—please—tell me—why—my sleeping—is so—messed—up.” Because I had unthinkingly worn my sneakers, cold water had begun seeping in at the toes. “How can—so much—sleep—still—leave you—tired! How—much—more—life—do I—need—to—waste?”

My breath came heavy and white. My cheeks were rough and raw. I was desperate for some lip balm. A patch of snow where a dog had peed on a power pole glowed a bright energy-drink yellow.

When I reached the main road, some concrete finally appeared, but the sidewalk was still patchy with slick ice so I had to carry on with my racewalker shuffle. I hate winter because of the cold, and I hate summer because of the heat. Japan’s revered four seasons are mostly just a pain in the neck.

After all that, I can only find whole shrimp where I needed shelled, and peas instead of snap peas. As the store starts playing its closing tune, I panic and grab a half-priced fried mackerel. What I really want to do is ask if it’s fine to use regular peas in place of snap peas, and what does the snap mean anyway, but the staff is rushing to get the place closed and silently exhorting me to leave as soon as possible, so with no time to consider whether this three-hundred-yen cabbage is cheap or overpriced I head to the checkout, then sneak out through the automatic doors already sporting a CLOSED sign.

Ahh, to hell with everything. Why did I even go to the damn supermarket? I don’t want to think about anything. I just want to get home and flee under the covers. The fact that I’m struggling to carry a one-and-a-half-liter bottle of Pepsi shows what a weakling I’ve become.

The traces of snow that had been slowly seeping through finally succeed in soaking the inside of my sneakers. Why is it that having wet socks instantly renders everything else meaningless? Remembering Tsunaki’s It okay message, I take off my leather gloves and with my bare hands grab a clump of snow from a pile on the side of the road. I hurl the clump as hard as I can at the nameplate of a house with figurines of Disney’s seven dwarfs, lined up for passersby to see. Take that, Murakawa. That’ll teach you to write your name in Japanese like everyone else. I hope little Majyu and Leon grow into depressed adults.

I arrive at the apartment feeling completely wretched and am checking the mailbox near the entrance when an unfamiliar woman steps out of the elevator. Taking her place, I press the button for the third floor, then step back and wonder who it is that she reminds me of. After a while, I realize that she broadly fits the image I had conjured up of Tsunaki’s ex-girlfriend: Light chestnut-brown hair, shoulder-length with a loose perm. Placid-looking droopy eyes. White coat with a pink scarf. The kind of fancy umbrella sold in department stores. A general office-lady vibe. Tsunaki had never told me directly about his ex, but I’m pretty certain that’s what she would be like.

Pulling off my sneakers at the front door, I slide under the kotatsu with the agility of a runner stealing home plate. The living room is stuffy from all the heating devices being left on, but as the feeling returns to my snow-numbed extremities I can finally start to relax. Turning on the TV, I find a quiz show where a professional athlete is being asked to name Japan’s second-largest lake, and he responds, “Huh? I don’t know! Wait, what? It’s not Lake Biwa, is it . . . Kussharo? Ah—gimme a minute! Okay, let’s see . . . Lake Sa—Sa—something!”

“This guy is useless,” I mutter to myself.

To avoid seeing the cluttered state of the room that, all things going well, I had intended to clean, I stick my head under the kotatsu, basking in the infrared heat at close quarters. This stiff, thin mat doesn’t give you any of the special cocoon feel, I think to myself as I curl up, but apparently it is enough to make me doze off pretty quick. When I crawl out from under the kotatsu, overheating and drenched in sweat, someone has wound the clock forward a whole hour. The noise from the TV probably explains why I dreamed about being a quiz show contestant.

Groggy, I stand up and head for the kitchen, dragging the shopping bag I had tossed nearby. Socks would be great, but I can’t find a clean pair and decide to make do with slippers. The water out of the tap is heinously cold. I use a whisk instead of my hands to rinse the rice, then switch on the rice cooker. After somehow stuffing a bathroom-full of clothes into the washing machine and setting it running, I realize that I’ve forgotten to buy anything to put in the miso and feel like I might as well just die right here, until a packet of Malony noodles, discovered in a box on the floor, comes to the rescue.

Almost home?

I text Tsunaki’s phone, figuring that if he managed to catch the day’s last train he should be here soon. Less than ten minutes later, he replies, Almost. On the train. Without giving a reason, I tell him not to pick up anything on his way, and without asking for a reason, he sends a two-letter response: OK. Maybe Tsunaki is crazy enough to think this wave of my depression has subsided for now.

I stick the fried mackerel in the microwave and press the fry button. Before even a minute has elapsed, I hear that same awful sound, like something being severed by a massive pair of shears, and the breaker trips. After a moment of frightened shock, in the darkness I remember that I hadn’t turned off the kotatsu. Standing there with a handful of Malony still hovering over the miso pot, I burst into tears.

I don’t even know why I am crying. Surely at age twenty-five I’m not frightened of a little blackout. But the tears keep pouring forth and I cannot stop them, even when I feel there must be none left to cry, they continue to stream down, dripping from my chin. The tears keep coming, as though something inside me has broken.

I stay that way for so long that the cold creeps in through gaps in the window sash, and my eyes finally dry up. Releasing the noodles from my balled-up fingers, I grope around near the fridge but fail to come across my phone anywhere. Next thing I know I am yelling “What do you want from me!” in the direction of the ceiling.

The phone has to be here; I was using it just moments ago. All I can think is that someone deliberately hid it. But then I don’t know who or why someone would do that, and since no amount of yelling is going to bring it back, I make my way along the wall, through all the piles of stuff on the floor, and out of the living room.

Out in the hallway, I realize I have absolutely no idea where this breaker might be. Which way did Tsunaki go yesterday? I try to remember whether he walked toward the front door or the bathroom, but my head isn’t working properly. Is too much sleep actually turning my brain to mush? That leads me down another train of thought.

There was that time at the karaoke place, for example, when I was the only one who ended up with a weirdly strong Calpis drink. Or at that train station where my ticket was the one that got rejected for no apparent reason, and I got stuck in the gate. I feel as though someone—the same someone who would hide my phone—is telling me, We’re onto you. As though I am being warned: stop trying to pretend that you’re the same as everybody else.

Even though I should be standing on firm ground, I sense nothing beneath my feet, nothing around me that I can reach out and touch; the sweet delusion of being completely unmoored from everything threatens to crush me. These moments in my life always appear with exquisite timing, serving as a regular wake-up call when I try to step out into the world. No doubt the deli-section woman who wrote die slat on my badge had keenly sniffed out these anxieties.

I can’t even make out the door of the book room that should be right next to me. Searching for something tangible, I smack the wall repeatedly with my palm for confirmation. I brush my hand along the surface as though patting it, determined to make my brain register the rough texture of the wallpaper. Yet try as I might, I cannot convince myself that this wall really exists. Is this how a solid wall is supposed to feel?

I often find myself in bed, unsure whether I am awake or in fact still dreaming. As in reality, I touch the alarm clock or the light switch over and over to check, and indeed it feels like my probing fingertips are met by something solid; not once have I been able to see through the dream. When things are bad, I remain stuck inside it no matter how long I’ve been awake. Terrified that I might be trapped awake inside an endless sleep, each time I desperately try to find something tangible to latch on to.

That’s why even as I stand here I cannot entirely rule out the possibility that right now I am actually in bed. Searching for that decisive proof, I pound the wall with more and more force. The dull thud of flesh on concrete fills the darkness.

Out of nowhere, the blackout triggers my childhood memories, and I remember my mother. Satoko Itagaki. Around our neighborhood, she had a reputation for being an inscrutable character, and even to my eyes she remained elusive. She would never join the other mothers when they got together and never held a job or did any housework, always saying she didn’t feel well and retiring to her futon.

My salaryman father never really made a big deal about it, perhaps having already resigned himself to the fact that eating out or making do with supermarket dinners and bentos was the norm in our family, while the laundry and cleaning might get done once a week or so, since, at least in my recollection, Mom spent 60 percent of the time in bed. Because she herself always blamed it on a “horrible sickness,” and also made regular visits to the hospital, as a child I simply believed that she was physically frail.

But by the time I entered high school, I had noticed that our family wasn’t quite normal. Although Mom still hadn’t shared the name of her illness, when I looked up her medicines and found several types of mood stabilizers, all the mysteries clicked into place. Among them was the way she wouldn’t come out of her room on rainy days. Now when it rains, I can’t find my way out of bed either.

If one-tenth of my memories have my mother engaging with others like a regular person, the remaining 30 percent show her in a manic state of overexcitement. On family vacations, for instance, her cheerfulness was like a split personality—when we visited Hokkaido, she jumped a fence and ran into a herd of cows until the farmer restrained her, while in Okinawa she tried to offer chocolates to and chat up American soldiers in mishmash English, which ended with my father apologizing and taking her back to the car.

And in times like this when the power went out, every so often my mother liked to do her gag of suddenly ending up naked when the lights came on. As a kid, I naturally assumed she was just trying to make things more fun for the rest of us, but now I know the truth. For at least the past two decades, she has been mentally unstable.

In the seven years since graduating from high school and moving straight to Tokyo for design school, I have probably spent a total of three weeks back at home. During my four- or five-night stays, at least, Mom would take care of household tasks like cooking meals and running baths as though it were nothing out of the ordinary—as though my memory was mistaken and she had been a normal wife and mother all along. For my part, while at home I too acted like a normal daughter.

My father also seems to think that all the bygones have gone unnoticed and never talks about the past in any detail. On the phone, he only worries about me, saying stuff like “Don’t go appearing in any shady videos if you run out of money.” Does this mean that Mom, who is now past fifty, is no longer visiting the hospital? No longer spending rainy days in bed? No longer prone to taking her clothes off when the power goes out?

Utterly unrealistic memories of Mom are playing in my head when I hear the click of a key turning in the front door and Tsunaki enters, bringing with him the artificial light and frigid night air of the outside corridor.

“What are you doing out here?”

Finding me shivering in the pitch-black hallway with my hands on the wall seems to have caught Tsunaki off guard. Teary-eyed, I try to move my colorless lips. “Oh, right, the breaker?” He reaches overhead to flip a black switch thing, and just like that, power returns to the house.

There is the wall right in front of me, and my fists, swollen and sore from hitting it. I can finally accept that I’m not dreaming.

“That’s what I’ve been saying this whole time—let’s talk about this like adults. So what’s your deal? You’ve done nothing but shrug me off. You think I’m an idiot?”

The couple next to us is clearly enjoying this, stealing glances in our direction. I wonder if keeping my eyes down like this makes it look like I’m crying. Sucking up the last of my banana juice through the straw, I take another peek at the woman sitting across from me and blowing smoke from her nose.

“What? You got a problem?” she continues, and I shake my head lamely.

Recently, my mood has been plummeting further and further while I’ve spent even more of my days sleeping. Then this red-coat woman showed up at our apartment and force-marched me out to this café.

“You said it yourself earlier that things aren’t exactly going well with Kei. I mean, you clearly told me that you guys just randomly got together, right? Why not just break up, then?”

She presses her cigarette forcefully into the glass ashtray. It crumples into lines as deep as those between her eyebrows, then falls limply among the ash. The woman fiddles with her polished nails, as if to give me time to respond, but quickly gets impatient and grabs for her pack of Marlboro Lights to pull out another.

I click my tongue quietly enough to avoid notice, swirling the ice around with my straw to point out that the glass is empty. We’ve had our drinks, now let’s get going. I’m hoping she will take the hint, but the coffee on her side hasn’t been touched since the sugar went in. Without so much as a glance at her long-cold beverage, the woman lights her fifth cigarette, and I have no choice but to reach for my water, even though I don’t really like drinking the water in these places just in case they serve tap.

Tsunaki’s ex-girlfriend doesn’t carry a department-store umbrella or wear a fluffy pink scarf. Unexpectedly, she is more of a career woman, with a tight black skirt, a brown sweater whose subtly dipping V-neck casually shows off her cleavage, and an immaculately made-up face, while having no qualms about dragging others out with no makeup.

The woman, who gave her name as Ando right after abducting me, explained that she wanted to clear things up before her birthday at the end of the month. “I don’t want my birthday to arrive with everything still up in the air. If it’s a no, then so be it, but I just want to be sure that there is no possibility of getting back together with Kei.”

Possibility? Pretty certain you were the one who found a new guy and ditched Tsunaki, I think to myself but decide not to press the matter since she seems like the kind of person for whom I’m sorry, but I still love you . . . rolls right off the tongue. Most likely that guy had dumped her and she felt like her back was to the wall. Or maybe she had heard about Tsunaki becoming chief editor.

“I spotted him the other day at Shinjuku station. We didn’t get a chance to talk because he was on the opposite platform, but I couldn’t believe how mature he looked. He was just a dopey little boy before, but now he’s thirty-two, you know. Men really are different on the other side of thirty, aren’t they?”

Although Ando has stubbornly hidden how old she will be after this month’s birthday, judging by her impatience, I would guess around thirty-seven or thirty-eight. I hadn’t pictured Tsunaki dating an older woman. Perhaps for some people that dullness stirred a maternal instinct.

The red coat hangs on the back of a chair to one side, sunlight imprinting it with the cross of the window frame. Unable to bring myself to look straight at the woman’s face, I pass the time counting the monograms on her Vuitton bag sitting in the corner of the table. I imagine her at work, one of those girls who say things like I’d so rather be soaking in an onsen~! Ando’s dainty wristwatch jangles up and down each time she brings her cigarette to the ashtray, as she carries on her preachy monologue.

“But knowing Kei’s personality, there is no way that he would tell you to leave so that he could get back together with an ex. He doesn’t have it in him to push people away. And he’s terrible at deciding things for himself. You know what I mean. So if it comes down to picking between two, he’ll go with the status quo. Or maybe not even that—he wouldn’t do anything because he doesn’t want to feel bad for the person who doesn’t get picked. He’ll just wait until there’s only one left, making someone else decide. So as long as you’re living there, I’ll never know Kei’s true feelings. Which means all you have to do is hang around that house until I cave, right? That’s why I figured I need to talk with you first, before Kei.”

I understand what Ando is trying to say, but honestly my only thought is that I couldn’t care less about her birthday. Even though she must have spent a good deal of time fine-tuning her skin tone with makeup, there is a darkness around the eyes that makes her look desperate, giving her a faintly frightening air.

“You listening?”

Raising her eyebrows, Ando gives my shin a little kick. At first I assume her boot bumped me as she crossed her legs, but Ando proves me wrong by staring straight at my startled face while repeating the same gesture with her foot. Who does that to someone they’ve just met? Unsure how to deal with this baffling behavior, I feel the same shock I did upon discovering that, for some inexplicable reason, every single attraction at Universal Studios was apparently entitled to splash me with water.

I’ve been absorbing this woman’s venom for so long that, instead of getting the heck out of there like I should, I am not even able to get up from my chair. For whatever reason, getting caught up in these kinds of romantic entanglements is nothing new to me. If I were in a good place I might even find the desperate effort amusing, but in my current state Ando’s negative energy overpowers any urge to make fun of her.

“Where do you get off spending every minute at home without working or lifting a finger? What do you want from Kei? Money? I hate to say it, but you’re pathetic, not just as a woman but as a human being. Tell me, what are you living for, and what can Kei possibly see in you?”

Don’t be dumb enough to take her seriously, I try to convince myself. These are not valid claims, only words intended to hurt me, so I can’t take them as fact. Yet Ando’s barbs only grow sharper.

“You’re only together out of convenience. Can you name one constructive thing about your relationship? Saying you don’t have the money to leave is just a big cop-out, ’cause if you really were desperate, you could always work as a hostess or whatever, couldn’t you? Must be nice sitting on your ass all day. You’re having a good laugh at us, aren’t you, Kei and me both. I bet you’re gonna leave here and tell everyone how some weirdo lady tried to pick a fight with you.”

Ando condescendingly raises the corners of her mouth as if to say I can see right through you, but her eyes are definitely not smiling. A passing waitress gives a quick glance in my direction. At some point the next-door couple left, and the sun shining through the window is no longer warming the red coat.

“That’s what you’re gonna say, right? I came looking for trouble?”

I don’t know how much she is still hung up on Tsunaki, but she is certainly reading a lot into someone who has hardly spoken a word. Ando’s tone has grown even rougher, and I try to back away. “No, not really . . .” Now she opens her bloodshot eyes wider. “Oh, so you’re not even going to mention me? You’re saying I’m full of myself?” It’s a trap. Yes or no, she has me right where she wants me. If I try to evade the question, she’ll get riled up and accuse me of mocking her again. A perfect setup.

In the end, I spend more than an hour at the café before being set free. “Let’s leave it for today, but don’t you dare tell anyone about this,” Ando warns me, and with an intimidating stamp of her bootheel, she disappears into the throng of people.

The smell of Ando’s perfume is smothered by the bustling crowd. Feeling suffocated, I instinctively turn my head up to the sky, where a triple-layer sunset of pale blue, white, and pink is arrayed in such a perfect balance that it looks computer-generated. Engrossed, I stand there for some time with the fleeting hope that it had all been a daydream, until the protesting bell of a middle-aged bike lady drives me to the side of the road like a herded cow. I stare down at the remnants of grubby snow, feeling utterly drained.

It has been a while since I last found myself in the firing line of such malice, and mentally I am completely shattered. The wound I had been slowly nursing by shutting myself away has been mercilessly gouged open by the heel of that boot. I cannot begin to understand how someone can so shamelessly embrace their ugly side. Anger builds inside me with each step, along with the frustration of mulling over what I should have said, the comebacks that never came. By the time I reach our building, I’m spent, and all I can manage is to collapse in a heap onto the bed.

With her deadline looming, Ando seems intent on getting back together with Tsunaki at any cost. Since that first meeting, she has taken to visiting the house daily and constantly pounding on the doorbell. Ando’s raids come at all hours, as though she knows that Tsunaki is hardly home during the proofing period. Never underestimate the ex-girlfriend.

For the most part, I ride out the situation in bed, but one time I go out onto the balcony to find Ando smoking in the parking lot below, looking up at me; our eyes meet, and from there the doorbell attacks only intensify. It makes me wish I hadn’t told her about being an unemployed hypersomniac. Day after day, the constant ding-dong barrage disrupts my sleep to the point that I consider calling the cops on her, but nothing depresses me more than the thought of being questioned by the police. Clinging to the hope that I only have to outlast Ando until her birthday, I commit to ignoring her.

Of course, I have also considered telling Tsunaki about our meeting. When he came home for the first time in days, I tried to get a word in before he headed for the bedroom, but he brushed it off with a sigh. “Sorry, I really need to sleep.” The exhaustion in his voice made me change my mind. This poor guy has become convinced that I bring him nothing but bad news. I really wanted to grab him and tell him that the girl he broke up with was stirring up all sorts of trouble, but thought better of it. Let her keep digging, then make her grovel.

There is also the fact that Ando invariably ends her bouts of bell-ringing by pressing her mouth up to the mail slot to deliver her parting words: “Blab and I’ll die.” If Tsunaki handled things poorly and triggered her, Ando might even be capable of killing herself. And knowing her, she would choose the most annoying way possible. With little else to do, I open my computer and scroll to check yesterday’s post: She came again today, while I was sleeping! Worst way to wake up! Just as Ando suspected, I have taken to venting about her on the forum.

How can she drop by so often? This woman even work?

Seems like she just ducks out. Saw her in a suit before. Office must be on the same train line? Often she’s clearly come straight from work

Women on the hunt for a husband are effing terrifyinggg . . .

People who can hold down a decent job shouldn’t torment hypersomniacs!

I bet if you were someone with a decent job, she wouldn’t attack you like this. She can’t handle you sleeping all the time

Have we ruled out just letting her kill herself?

This might actually be good in place of an alarm. I ended up sleeping fifteen hours again . . . Third day in a row late for work. Manager told me don’t bother showing up next time. I’m not sure an alarm is enough for me. How do you guys get up? Am I just weak for going back to sleep?

I ain’t as bad as that ex showing up at your door, but I don’t feel like marriage is gonna happen for me . . . Lately I’ve also been thinking I shouldn’t have broken up with my last boyfriend. If I was a guy, I wouldn’t want to date someone like me

Are y’all taking any meds? I’ve tried a bunch, but I reckon Ritalin is the only way to go. It’s not great but better than nothing

They don’t make anywhere near as many drugs for hypersomnia as insomnia. It’s just as much of a sleep disorder, but no one gives you sympathy for sleeping too much. It sucks . . .

Well, to them it just looks like we’re slacking off. I wish my coworkers could feel how much this messes you up

Hey, guys, looks like rain tomorrow! Not even gonna bother getting up. Good night. After posting this reply, I close my computer. I’ve been taking it slow after being woken by Ando at two in the afternoon, but all of a sudden the sun is setting outside the window. I’m hungry, but the fridge still only has Yunpamine, so I have no choice but to bundle up in my scarf and head out to get a bento.

“Let’s talk.”

As I step out of the elevator, someone grabs me by the arm. I don’t need to check to know that it’s Ando. Presuming that the raids would only come once a day, I had completely let my guard down. Her eyes look even more fierce than last time at the café, and I can almost feel the animosity coursing into my arm where she grasps it. I have no idea what happened, but she appears to have powered up in the past few days. Together, her perfume and general toxicity make me feel lightheaded.

I am too startled to speak as Ando pushes me out the front entrance. “Let’s go have some dinner, for starters,” she says with an ominous smile and starts walking toward the station, casually linking arms so that I have no chance of escape. Has she been lying in wait there this whole time, in this cold? This no longer feels like a question of late-thirties desperation but something deep within Ando’s character.

Thankfully, my fear that I am about to be sold into prostitution turns out to be misplaced, and I am taken to a small Italian restaurant in front of the train station. The brick-walled interior has a fireplace right in the center, the kind you could imagine Santa dropping into, and warm-toned lamps creating the ambience of a hidden hideout. There are no other customers around, probably on account of the odd early-evening hour, and we take a seat by the window just like at the café.

A blond girl in a red apron comes to take our order. I go for the ground-beef-and-zucchini-pesto pasta, while Ando orders chicken cacciatore, a mizuna and mushroom salad, and coffee for after. As we eat, Ando, the shadows beneath her eyes darker than ever, talks in circles about how she never meant to break up with Tsunaki, how it had been a misunderstanding, how she has worked hard and matured and is now able to be a more self-reliant partner. On the plus side, at least she doesn’t attempt to stab me with her fork.

“You haven’t told Kei about me, have you?” Ando demands to know after swallowing her last mouthful and wiping her lips with a napkin. The cloth comes away smeared with something red, but I can’t tell whether it is ketchup or lipstick.

“No, I haven’t,” I reply, without mentioning the fact that I couldn’t even summon the energy to tell him.

“Good. I’m glad you at least have some sliver of pride.”

Ando puts on a fake smile, as if to provoke me, then changes her tone. “So, when are you moving out?” she asks, reaching for her pack of cigarettes. Here we go, getting down to business.

“Uhh, I’m not sure when. Right now, I still don’t have the money . . .” No longer feeling hungry, I too pull a cigarette out of my jacket pocket. The two of us light up almost simultaneously, except Ando’s lighter is a rhinestone-encrusted Gucci while mine is the cheap sort sold beside convenience store cash registers.

“Do you actually intend to get a proper job?”

“. . . I do.”

“Then why aren’t you looking?”

“. . . I guess nothing has clicked so far.” I want to work, but knowing that I’ll probably end up straight back in bed makes it hard to muster the will to move.

“Who said anything about clicking? See—this is a joke to you, isn’t it?”

Ah, crap. Ando’s voice has taken on a sharp edge. The hostility that had been defused by some tomato-flavored chicken is rallying again. I hail the waitress nearby and ask her to clear our plates, including my uneaten pasta. That leaves only the toothpicks as a potential weapon. “Coffee,” Ando tells the waitress without taking her eyes off me, then returns to her favorite argument. “It’s all a big joke, isn’t it?”

“Not really. What do you mean by that?”

“Listen. Have you ever considered how much you suck as a human being? Doing nothing but sleeping at home and having a man look after you as if it’s perfectly normal, and making Kei suffer. Don’t you ever think that you might be keeping the people around you from being happy? Here I am working hard with a proper job, and I draw the short straw because of your rotten lazy ass. You heard me. If you can’t be bothered doing anything, why not just crawl off and die already? It’s no different from spending your life in bed.”

Stop it, stop it, stop it. I desperately try not to let Ando’s words get to me. But as I sit there silently smoking my cigarette, she seems to get the wrong impression. “What’s with the boss attitude? How about getting your own shit together before sneering at others!” she shouts, smacking the table with her palm. The impact knocks over a wooden receipt holder. Over Ando’s shoulder, I can see a family wondering whether they should call the restaurant staff.

“Answer me! Do you really plan to work or what?”

“Yes.”

“Honestly?”

“Honestly.”

I nod, wanting only to make life easier for myself. Whatever it takes to get out of here as soon as possible. I can feel my spirit slowly but surely draining out of me simply by being in the presence of this woman.

“Okay then,” Ando says, getting to her feet. Huh? Inwardly relieved, I stub out my cigarette in the ashtray and also rise in my chair. Turns out I won’t have to stick around for coffee. She’s gonna take care of the bill though, right? The thought flashes in mind alongside the 1,180-yen price of the pesto pasta I hardly touched. I should be home eating my 490-yen karaage bento.

“You can start right away.”

“What?”

As I’m struggling to keep track, Ando raises a hand to summon the blond waitress, already on her way with coffee. “Do you have any part-time positions?” she inquires.

What prompts me to take the job without putting up a fight is the fact that Trattoria Latina is quite literally a “family” restaurant, run by a husband and wife who happen to be former yankī delinquents. Though at first glance these folks look like a different species from myself or Tsunaki or Ando, once we get talking, I can see they are very passionate souls. Even when I try to earn myself a rejection by explaining that I am mentally unstable, the young guy they call Owner declares, “Let’s get you back on your feet!” and makes up my time card as Ando looks on.

Of course I have no intention of showing up. But then I get home and check the usual forum, where for some reason the comment I posted a few days ago about Ando threatening to kill herself has erupted into a heated debate, with everyone chiming in:

Do the world a favor and let her go for it	

Let’s see if she’s faking

Suicide livestream!

I bet the woman doesn’t even exist and this girl’s making the whole thing up

For real? She’s the one who deserves to drop dead then

Gimme a million and I’ll knock her off

The bright screen teeming with text makes me feel sick, and all of my green-hued pasta comes back up in the bathroom.

While staring at the faint spots of black mold on the inside of the washbasin, it finally hits me that I have to break out of this situation I am in, the sooner the better. I breathe in the sour, acrid smell, and in its place, mucus pours from my nose. Dripping a sticky line of drool from my mouth and excreting green vomit, my body feels alien, and I am struck by that same inexpressible anxiety. I run my hands over the surface of the sink. I try to remember whether this is how cold ceramic ought to feel, but I don’t have a clue. I need to feel something real, tangible. My eyes land on the T-shaped razor lying beside the tap, and I have the urge to shave every last hair off my body again, just like I did in high school. No, no, no, no, no, I tell myself and hurl the razor out through the bathroom window. You’re twenty-five. Old enough to figure it out.

The first thing I receive when I show up at Latina the next day is my new nickname: Gakkin. “We can’t start you without a nickname,” Owner the ex-yankī tells me the moment I step inside. Mizuki, his nineteen-year-old wife, claps her hands. “Easy! Your last name’s Itagaki, right? Itagaki, Gaki . . . Gakkin! Done!” And so Gakkin I become.

Trattoria Latina is a cozy little place not yet three years old, with, as of today, six employees. The waitstaff consists of brown-haired Mizuki and her blond friend Rina, also a full-blooded former yankī. The kitchen is very much a family affair, with Owner preparing the food alongside his parents. It turns out I was hired in place of another yankī girl who left last month to get shotgun married.

The restaurant came about when Owner, having ridden around on motorbikes until age twenty-nine, decided that “a man needs his castle”; as he pondered what type of place to open, his new wife, Mizuki, suggested, “I like Italian,” and that was that. They rented out this empty station-front store and, as Owner explained proudly while showing me around the not-so-spacious interior, fitted it out for cheap by getting his yankī builder friends to do all the work.

“Those damn idiots painted a French flag on that brick wall over there. We only noticed on opening day—talk about a hectic start.”

Since he had always wanted to open a bar as well, the counter leading to the kitchen is lined with an assortment of cocktail liqueurs and shakers. The oddly off-kilter vibe that pervades the entire restaurant probably isn’t helped by the hibiscus wall hangings or the dartboard.

Latina shuts between three and five in the afternoon, so for my first day of work I was called in at four. Ando came all the way to the apartment to drag me to the store, but I had no intention of fleeing; the moment I saw that the rainy forecast had turned out wrong, I knew this was my chance to break the cycle.

“Gakkin, your skirt has to be fifteen centimeters above the knee, that’s a must!” Mizuki instructs me sternly when I come out of the staff room, which is barely the size of a toilet cubicle. She’s a stickler for cute uniforms. As I hastily fold the waist over to shorten the length, out of nowhere Owner pops up over the counter.

“Check out the pins on Gakkin!”

“Gakkin, you bring something different to the table, which is good for the restaurant. Okay, so this is how we’re gonna sell it: I am the hip gyaru, Rina is the flirty hostess, and Gakkin, you will be the preppy princess. Make sure to talk like a proper lady too.”

Despite being six years my junior, Mizuki gives a brisk rundown befitting a head waitress. Her eyes, though completely encased in thick mascara, are large enough not to need it. Small-statured and always on the move, she resembles a small animal of the ferret persuasion.

“Does Rina not work nights?”

“No. Basically, the plan is to have her as the lunch girl, and then you come in for dinner. Rina was never supposed to do nights, but she agreed to cover for us until we found a new part-timer.”

“That’s because that girl actually is a hostess,” Owner chimes in with a laugh. In place of yesterday’s white-shirt-and-black-pants server’s outfit, today he is dressed in a chef’s uniform. “She was getting pretty fed up with it, though. Thank goodness you came along, Gakkin.”

“Oh, that’s right. Since this is a restaurant, no nail polish or rings allowed. Technically, Rina’s bleached hair is no good either, but she stupidly insists that it’s her natural color. She reckons she drank peroxide one day and now her hair grows back blond. Gakkin, you keep yours black; it really suits you.”

I almost mention that in high school I shaved it all off for no reason but stop myself. Even though I’ve already come out as depressed, I figure things will be easier if people presume that I’m just quiet, so I simply chuckle vaguely. I’m so tired. I miss my bed. I don’t have the slightest interest in the conversation taking place in front of me about surfing and Sea Story pachinko machines.

Mizuki supplies me with a notepad and pen and instructs me to write stuff down so that I can go over it later at home. Then, as if talking to a child, she launches into a retelling of “The Giant Turnip,” moving her face close and peering into my eyes so that I have no choice but to pay attention.

“You see, Gakkin, once upon a time, there lived an old man who didn’t trust anybody. But in his garden, he found a humongous turnip. Like crazy-big. He tried to pull it out by himself, but there was no way it would budge.”

She throws in gestures and gets quite into the telling, which makes me think this must be pretty important, so I jot things down. Eventually, she lands on the moral of the story, which is also the Latina credo: even if you can’t do it alone, together we will find a way.

“So basically, if there is anything bothering you, come tell us. We’ll have a meeting with everyone.”

The notepad in my hand reads turnip, crazy-big, old man, alone, impossible. Surely there is little point in taking this home to study, I am thinking to myself when Mizuki comes in for a look.

“Get that down?”

“Every word,” I respond with a nod, hurriedly stuffing the notepad into my pocket. Less than thirty minutes until opening time. On the other side of the window glass, people pass by with umbrellas in hand under a cloud-covered sky. A radio tuned to the J-pop channel quietly plays the latest Johnny’s boy band, and I can hear Owner’s half-hearted humming from the kitchen.

“By the way, Gakkin, once a week after closing time we get together for a meeting at Denny’s, and everyone is expected to come.”

Mizuki says this while tapping a pen against her chin, having just rushed through explaining the table numbers, how to put through and write out orders, and the shorthand for every dish.

“What do you do at these meetings?” I ask, checking the locations of the eleven tables against the layout I have drawn in my notes.

“Well . . . we talk about how to make Latina a better restaurant. You know the chain Saizeriya that opened up on the other side of the station? We try to figure out how to bring back those customers and what we can do to make our diners happier.”

“If we’re gonna do this, we might as well aim for best in Japan,” Owner says in a joking tone, peeping into the dining area again until Mizuki shoos him away. “Hey, Owner, why don’t you get the prep done properly?”

“You call your husband Owner?”

“I deffs do,” Mizuki says, turning around. I take that to mean definitely. “Even though it’s a family place, we’re still gonna run a tight ship. I deffs won’t be calling you Gakkin in front of customers, Itagaki-san. And anyway, that’s how he prefers it—he says to always call him Owner.”

She turns toward the kitchen with the look of a mother more than a wife. “But we are serious about being the best in Japan,” Mizuki adds while rinsing a duster in the sink.

“Really? How do you do that?”

“Attitude. It’s all about attitude!”

I learn that Latina is trying every which way to entice repeat customers and bring in new ones, with rock-paper-scissors tournaments, Christmas parties, and other monthly events that would be better suited to a hostess bar.

On the financial side, while the restaurant is managing to stay out of the red, this is mostly thanks to their former yankī buddies showing up several times a week to cheer them on, ordering tons of food and practically drowning in alcohol. “But Owner says we can’t keep relying on those guys forever, and he means business,” Mizuki tells me proudly.

Before five, Owner’s parents, who live just around the corner, arrive and introduce themselves. They come across more as a kindly sixty-something mother and father than a couple of staff members. The mother, who has short hair dyed a natural brown and gold-framed glasses, wears her apron from home—“I’m only going to be cooking pasta in the kitchen, where no one will see me anyway”—while the father, with his long johns and white hair looking like he might have just rolled in off the street, has wasted no time in serving himself a chūhai and is sipping away.

“Hey, I said not until work’s done!”

Owner takes away the glass, leaving his father dejected as an old hound made to wait for his dinner. He shuffles over to the sink and sets about washing a pile of dirty plates.

“Oh, let him have just one, Hiro-kun.”

“Don’t call me Hiro-kun!”

“Sorry. Owner.” His mother, whose eyes are the spitting image of her son’s, lowers her brow in exaggerated apology.

“What kind of example are you setting for Gakkin! Have some pride and come to work like professionals!”

As her son looks ready to foam at the mouth, the mother ducks her head and flees to my side, quickly striking up a conversation. “I heard that you’re depressed.”

“Yeah, sort of, I guess.”

With her neat makeup and sociable personality, Owner’s mother gives off a lively impression that probably gets her mistaken for someone younger, but up close like this she is definitely less “employee” and more “mom who would pick the pith off your mandarins for you.” She takes my hand in hers, roughened from working in the kitchen, and asks how long I have lived in Tokyo.

“About . . . seven years, I think.”

“You know, a sickness like depression comes from only one thing: loneliness. Look at your skinny wrists—are you eating well?”

“Bentos and such.”

“From the convenience store?”

“Or the supermarket . . .”

“Oh, come now, you can’t live like that. I’m going to cook for you here so from today you can start eating properly.” She claps me roundly on my slouching back.

“Lucky you, Gakkin. Mother’s cooking is the best,” says Mizuki, baring her crooked canines as she smiles.

“You can think of us as family. Isn’t that right? Eat with us and your depression will be gone in no time.”

“We’ll sort you out, Gakkin,” Owner chimes in with the enthusiasm of that classmate always trying to rally everyone together at school festivals, then notices his father drinking a chūhai in the corner of the kitchen and snaps. “I’m gonna kill you!” His mother and Mizuki give each other a whatcha gonna do? look that suggests they have seen it all before.

Can I really fit in with such a wholesome bunch of people? I ask myself this question while in the bathroom reading a framed Mitsuo Aida verse no doubt picked out by Owner—It’s all right to mess up; after all, you’re only human. The worlds we come from are just too different. The kind of people I prefer to hang out with have always been flawed or dysfunctional in some way, which extends to Tsunaki and his inability to say anything but dull drivel.

By never asserting his own opinions, Tsunaki keeps others from encroaching on the world he has created within himself. Separated by that unbridgeable distance, he reads hundreds of manga and novels a year and fully immerses himself in their values, constructing an impregnable Tsunaki universe. Because he says little and generally doesn’t step on anyone’s toes, people assume he is a nice guy, but if you ask me, no man has less interest in other people.

For Tsunaki, everything happens on the other side of the windowpane, which probably explains how he has managed to stick out three whole years with someone like me, who had never lasted long with any other guy. On the night of the mixer, when I fled after throwing up all over some woman’s mules, I guess you might say the “intense flavor” of my own existence become too much to stomach, so I latched on to Tsunaki’s blandness like a child.

“Take me with you, bland boy,” I told him several times, the alcohol slurring my speech. Even back then, I had no idea what was going through Tsunaki’s mind. Yet we started living together all the same, and for a time I’m pretty sure we did some romantic stuff as well.

Tsunaki had this cute way of quivering like a little animal when I brushed his face in his sleep. We often entertained each other by seeing who could do the best impressions, though most of the time it was a one-woman show. When I complained as much after committing to some pretty great sticky-tape faces, Tsunaki took his time thinking up a bizarre “future JR employee” sketch, complete with station announcements that cracked me up so much they still show up in my dreams.

When we went to see the Mori Art Museum’s Picasso exhibition in Ueno and I commented, “It reminds me of a young Ramiroznakov,” and he replied, deadpan, “I was thinking more Razmadoolof,” I was so happy I could have died, and I felt in my heart that this guy was worth keeping. It was so silly, but if that wasn’t love, I don’t know what love is.

Yet for all that, his blandness never rubbed off on me, and I found myself getting fired from part-time jobs while Tsunaki quietly worked his way up to chief editor despite his age. Where did things go off the rails? Tsunaki, I don’t even really know why the two of us are together. Even the people here are nicer and care more about me.

Though slightly puzzled by my depression, everyone at Latina looks upon me with a kindness that feels like something I probably need right now in my vulnerable state, and I decide to make a real go of it here. I’m sick of living life in that same cycle I was in until yesterday. No more being stuck in bed dreaming of a sunny day at the park as though it were heaven.

I can hear Mizuki’s voice from the dining area saying, “We are going to do Gakkin’s welcome party here after closing time.” “Hot pot, let’s do hot pot,” Owner chips in excitedly. “What are you up to, Gakkiiin? We’re about to open.” At that, I pull up my underwear and rush out of the toilet.

“Wowee, I didn’t think you would be quite so slow on the uptake,” exclaims Owner, dressed now in his tracksuit, as he plonks himself down in the center seat. He then raises the mug of beer he has poured for himself and toasts me for making it through my first day. I raise my own beer; diagonally across from me, the father has been blissfully lapping up his chūhai since well before everyone was seated, so the empty Latina interior rings with the clinking of just four glasses.

“Even I got a jolt! You were really freaking out.”

Rising from her seat to deftly add meat and vegetables to the pot bubbling on the tabletop stove, Mizuki opens her eyes wide as if to reenact that moment of surprise. “Good thing you had Jin and his crew for the first one, they thought it was hilarious. Would have been pretty bad if they were random customers.”

“You’re twenty-five, eh. You gotta chill a bit,” adds Owner, laughing it off. I apologize in a small voice and continue skimming the scum from the broth.

“What happened? Does being depressed stop you from talking properly?” Owner’s mother, back from the kitchen with the rice, poses the question while picking grains off her fingers with her teeth.

“No, I think I was just nervous . . .”

“You’re a real character, Gakkin.” Mizuki swings the serving chopsticks toward me after dropping in the napa cabbage, and Owner scolds her, “Hey, you’re splashing broth everywhere!” His mother’s infectious laughter sets me off as well, until Mizuki turns to me again—“Gakkin, what have you been doing with that scum?”—and for the first time, I realize that I’ve been putting everything I scooped straight back into the pot.

“Come on! Earth to Gakkin!” shouts Mizuki, pouting her lips. “When I asked her to sweep the front stairs earlier, she was gone for so long I thought she must be slacking off. I went to check, and there she was, spaced out and still on the same step as twenty minutes ago. Can you believe it? That’s next level.”

“I’m impressed you’ve made it this far in life . . .” says Owner.

Half-asleep from start to finish, I made a laughable amount of mistakes and in the course of a single day established myself as something of a team mascot: Gakkin, the girl who can’t be left to her own devices. Needless to say, I messed up some orders. I also absentmindedly wrapped sticky tape tightly around the first knuckles of all ten fingers. One woman screamed when I served her pasta with my purple-tipped digits.

But for whatever reason, everyone seems to have accepted such odd behavior as just me being a scatterbrain, and even Owner’s pachinko buddies took a liking to me as someone good for a laugh. Apparently I needn’t have worried about fitting right in.

“Hey guys, so what should we do about this month’s event?”

The conversation had gone from talking about how I hardly ever traveled to figuring out what Rina should bring back for us from her trip to Hawaii, which got everyone excited for a while, and now Mizuki, who has been drinking only plum wine while diligently keeping our plates served with meat and vegetables, brings up a new subject.

“Now that we’ve got Gakkin in the mix, I wanna do something cute with us three girls.”

Compared to the start of the day, Mizuki is looking a bit rough around the edges. While we worked, she had been keen to fill me in on the what’s-what of the job—“It’s all about SALT: smile, ask, listen, take notes. Come on, write that down”—and I marveled at how assured she was for someone so young. As a nineteen-year-old head waitress, perhaps it was a way of ensuring that people couldn’t walk all over her. But when she’s talking nonstop like this, her age really shows.

“Well, what about doing that one again, the yukata festival?” suggests the father, in good spirits after a few drinks, but his son shuts him down.

“Don’t be stupid—who’s gonna wear a yukata in winter? Think before you open your mouth.” With the ladle, he scoops the remaining ingredients out of the thickened broth. “Any good ideas?”

Yukata would definitely feel out of place in the middle of winter, though I’m not sure how they belonged in an Italian restaurant in the first place. But who am I to care about such trifling details? After all, I’m only human.

“Hmm, I guess we’ll just have to play it safe and do something Valentinesy, but before that, we have to give Gakkin some proper training.”

“That’s true, we can’t have her acting all weird all the time,” Owner agrees.

The pair turns their attention on me just as I’m nibbling on the end of a chopstick and trying to decide whether it’s okay to ask for some sake or safer to not push my luck and stick with beer. “Wait, what’s up?” I respond without thinking.

“We—were—saying . . . we want to get your depression cured up as soon as possible,” Mizuki says, turning off the stove. “What is depression, anyway?” she adds. “How do you end up depressed? I don’t get it.”

“Umm, well . . .” As I’m struggling to answer, Owner’s mother, who had quietly slipped away to make the father another chūhai, grabs me around the shoulders and pulls me in. “The girl is lonely,” she declares. “That’s why eating together like this is the best thing we can do. Rushing it will only make things worse.”

“Is that right? Did she get it?” Owner peers at my face.

His mother cuts in between us with another definitive statement. “Depressed people don’t realize it themselves.”

Is that it? Was I just lonely on my own? Is sitting down for dinner with everyone the best thing I can do? This notion makes me wonder what living with Tsunaki has been doing to me. If Ando was right to call it dependency, and if that relationship has made me lonely and depressed, as Owner’s mother believes, then I really know nothing about myself.

“May I have some sake?” I come out and ask.

“You don’t hold back, do you?” Owner cries out while also giving Mizuki permission to fetch a bottle.

“Seriously, this is only for today,” Mizuki grumbles quietly, handing me a shot glass in place of a regular sake cup, which seems like a stylistic choice for this restaurant.

I gulp down the chilled Hakkaisan in one mouthful and feel the heat rise up from the pit of my stomach. My tongue, which until now had felt too cumbersome to move, somehow grows lighter, and for the first time, I start a conversation with Owner’s mother sitting on my right.

“Do you really think I will turn out okay?”

“Of course. You’re young, you can turn out any which way you want.”

“Will I make it as part of the team here?”

“You don’t have to be frightened now. You’re part of the family.”

I am so happy that I help myself to the sake and pour a second round into my empty shot glass. You can almost see the good vibes radiating out from the hot pot, and here I am with a seat at the table, accepted as a member of the group. Me, the girl who never fit in anywhere. What do you know, I’m not a lost cause.

At some point, the father has ended up face down on the table, grumbling in his sleep when his wife warns that he’ll catch a cold. In front of a small blackboard with the day’s message written in white chalk—Looks like snow on the way. Why not warm up with a glass of wine?—Owner and Mizuki are in serious discussion about how to get me back on my feet.

“I bet she went through something traumatic as a child.”

“Let’s get her to write a report. Remember we made Rina write one when she turned down working full-time for us? ‘Why I Want to Be a Hostess.’”

“I remember . . . She wrote something about starting her own clothing store, but there’s no way she’s gonna save any money buying all those fancy brands.”

“Rina is clueless, eh. I mean, Gakkin isn’t so sharp either, but not as bad as that girl. Let’s get her to do a report.”

“What if her life’s been, like, super sad? That would suck.”

“But if she’s working for us, I’m not just gonna turn a blind eye.”

As I watch the two of them, for the first time in ages I realize I am laughing out loud.

“Hey, this is you we’re talking about.” Owner notices and feigns annoyance, and that only sets me off again.

“Uh-oh, Gakkin’s busted. Gross.” Mizuki makes a show of screwing up her face and twisting her shoulders as if to get away.

“I’m not busted, you—” I smack her lightly with my palm. I’m blending in so well I don’t even know myself anymore.

I stand up to go to the toilet, and Owner narrows his eyes. “You sure go to the bathroom a lot,” he says in a teasing tone.

“Diarrhea?” Mizuki inquires point-blank.

“No, that’s not it,” I rush to deny. Sure, I went to the toilet a whole lot during my shift, but that was to read Mitsuo and regroup. Food doesn’t go straight through me like it does Tsunaki. But Owner is grinning at me with a look that says his mind is already made up. “You were stuck in there for ages before we opened.”

“That’s not it at all. The Washlet, I couldn’t get it working,” I explain, trying to fast-talk my way out before Gakkin becomes Rhea.

“Whaat? How? All you do is press the button.”

Mizuki peels back the plastic lid on the pudding she has brought for herself from the fridge, holding a spoon in her mouth. Discarded beside a small bowl of diced spring onion, the lid curls up from both ends as though about to undergo some kind of metamorphosis.

“But don’t you think Washlets are kind of scary? You never know where the water’s going to come out.”

“Where? In the middle, genius, the middle,” says Owner, gently waving away the smoke from the cigarette he just lit up.

“Well, yes, but don’t you think about what might happen if the machine malfunctions and the water pressure becomes crazy strong and breaks the nozzle?”

“I sure don’t. Gakkin, is your head okay?” Mizuki brings the spoon up to Owner’s mouth and feeds him some of her pudding. “Toilets don’t just break like that.”

“But water can cut through anything.”

I saw it on the news while shut up in my room. Water slicing steel clean in two.

“And what if the nozzle is angled weirdly so that it misses your butt and shoots right up to the ceiling . . . doesn’t that cross your mind?!”

I know my voice is getting shrill, but I can’t help it. I was convinced everyone else would share the same fear. In desperation, my eyes plead for help from Owner’s mom, but she shakes her head no, no, and I run out of words to say.

The giddy elation that had been bubbling up inside me gradually ebbs away. I shake Owner’s dad awake and shout in his ear, “Washlets are scary, right?”

“Nonsense!” he scoffs, swatting my hand away.

It was too good to be true.

The numb, empty world I know so well is already welling up and erupting inside me, and for a moment I am terrified that this whole hot-pot scene before my eyes is a figment of my deluded imagination. In reality, I am probably standing senseless in front of some elementary school, muttering under my breath at the children walking by. No way. That can’t be true. But I know just as well that me and these onetime yankī are entirely different creatures who exist a million light-years apart. I am the only person here who has ended up in the wrong place; I am the girl who pukes green vomit, completely unmoored from everything.

I am sitting there in such a daze that Owner’s mother suggests, with a worried expression on her face, “Maybe you drank too much?”

“I’ll go sober up outside for a bit,” I tell her, getting up. I stagger out of the restaurant and head for the little parking lot diagonally opposite.

It has started snowing. On impulse, I grab the side mirror of a camper-style minivan and clamber up, so that I’m standing there with the heels of my boots sinking into the hood.

The car’s body creaks and groans. Something buckles with a blunt thud. I zip down my ankle boots and throw them to the ground, feeling the cold steel through my stockings as I press with all my weight, until the hood pops. A cat crawling through the broken fence darts to hide under the nearest car.

I stick my foot on the front glass and flick the snow off like a windshield wiper. Six cars are crammed door-to-door in the tiny parking lot, and I lose myself in jumping from one roof to the next. Hatchback. Sedan. SUV. HiAce. Another sedan. When I slip off, I clamber up again and keep going. I lose my balance and fall on my ass, leaving a neat butt circle on the roof of a purple BMW with a Hello Kitty hanging off the rearview mirror. I jump up and down, making the imprint even deeper.

“Gakkin, what the hell!”

I hear a shout and turn around to find Mizuki standing in front of the restaurant, mouth agape, apparently having come to check on me.

Jumping down from the car, I pick up my boots and return to the store to grab my bag and jacket from the staff room.

“Wait, you leavin’?” Owner inquires with a dumbfounded look on his face, but I ignore him and head into the toilet. I lift the ceramic lid off the tank and smash it to smithereens on the floor, then dunk the Mitsuo frame into the bowl. “What’s going on?” Owner pounds on the door. Paying him no heed, I press the bidet button and stay long enough to see the stream of water arcing fountain-like through the air before I open the door and bolt out of the restaurant without looking back.

My lack of physical activity comes back to haunt me, and I run out of breath by the time I reach the Chinese restaurant barely five doors down. One beat later, the weight of my bag makes itself felt, the strap digging into my shoulder. With Mizuki’s voice echoing “Gakkiiin, Gakkiiiin” behind me, I flee past the rows of shops into the night.

Unlike most places, our apartment building keeps the rooftop space for residents, complete with plastic chairs where people can presumably read books or sip beers on balmy afternoons or summer evenings. But the fumes from the highway are so bad that hardly anyone ever comes up here. Certainly no one would choose to do so late on a snowy night in the dead of winter, so Tsunaki must have wondered what the hell lay in store for him when he received the message to come up.

Standing there in front of the door, he seems too shocked for words, leaving me to break the ice.

“I’m better again,” I say, trying on a smile.

Tsunaki swallows hard before speaking. “What are you doing?” His voice is quiet and rasping.

From the far end of the long rectangular rooftop, I can barely make out his expression, backlit by the orange glow of the Metropolitan Expressway. I raise my hand to shield my eyes.

I can see laden trucks hurtling along from right to left. For some reason, noise barriers have only been erected on the lanes heading in the opposite direction, so the drivers could probably see us if they looked this way.

“Tsunaki, your glasses are about to fall off from shock. You look like you’re doing sketch comedy,” I tell him, leaning back against the ice-cold railing and letting my upper body hang in midair.

Behind me loom forlorn pylons, with power lines that seem ready to crumble down at any moment, and what they called a “productive green zone” of farms spreading out into the distance. This scenery is worlds away from the bustling highway, as though our skinny little apartment block serves as the bridge between chaos and peace.

“Why are you naked?” Tsunaki inquires in a measured tone, straightening his glasses with one finger. He seems to have regained some composure. “I thought you started working at that Italian place.”

“I did.” I finish off the bottle of shōchū that I bought and had warmed up at a convenience store on the way home. “And now here I am, completely nude.”

As I let my head roll backward, the sleepy neighborhood beyond the fields comes into view upside down, and I bend back even farther. The harsh rumbling of the trucks never eases up, so that looking from this angle only hammers home how much the two sides don’t fit together.

“You might fall,” Tsunaki cautions, stating the obvious.

Neat rows of compact houses and apartments stretch far and wide. The fields that until recently were filled with cabbages are now just patches of dirt, sticking out like square holes in the landscape of white roofs. I let the empty bottle drop to the ground before finally pulling myself upright and meeting Tsunaki’s eyes.

“This must suck for you too, coming home from work and having to deal with a crazy woman.”

Laughing causes some of the drink to dribble from the corner of my mouth down to the base of my neck. I pull in my chin to try and look at it, catching sight of my pubic hair. My skin is flushed red all over from the alcohol coursing through my system. Looking closer, I can see goose bumps, though I don’t actually feel the cold very much, and as falling snow settles in the hollow of my collarbone, I congratulate myself for getting my underarm hair permanently removed. Postcard perfect.

“How is the depression?” Adapting to the situation with admirable speed, Tsunaki closes the stairway door and starts walking toward me.

“Done.”

“It was a pretty long one this time,” Tsunaki replies, his footsteps crunching softly. This is the first response I’ve received in a while that isn’t just an “Oh” or a “Hmm” or an “Ahh.”

“But now look what’s happened instead.”

“Yes, I certainly wasn’t expecting this. You really don’t do things by halves,” Tsunaki says, nodding as he covers me with his own coat. The tip of his nose is red. As usual, his blank expression gives little clue to his thoughts, but he is probably taking great care not to excite me in my weird mood.

“For now, let’s just get out of the cold,” Tsunaki suggests, but I brush his hand off my shoulder.

“We need to talk,” I say firmly.

“That’s fine,” Tsunaki continues with only slight hesitation, “but do we need to have that talk here, with you completely naked?”

“Sorry. It has to be here, naked.”

“. . . Okay.”

Tsunaki gently acquiesces, as though he expected my answer, and lowers the hand that had been flung out in midair. He knows full well that trying to force me back inside would only make things worse. This is a man who always chooses the path of least resistance.

“Tsunaki. With me, you’re just going for minimal effort, aren’t you?”

“. . . I wouldn’t put it like that.” Tsunaki tilts his head in confusion.

“Then how would you put it? That’s exactly what you’re doing.”

“. . . Well, I’m pretty swamped with work right now,” Tsunaki replies, taking off his glasses and rubbing between his brows with one finger. I vaguely recall him saying he wasn’t good with girls when we first met at that mixer.

“I’m sorry.” I take a deep breath and speak quietly, not wanting to get worked up and wild-eyed like Ando. “Can I say something you’re not going to like?”

“Yes,” Tsunaki replies.

“It bugs me so much when you just take it easy. When I pour my heart out like this and you give me nothing, I feel like I’m being ripped off. You don’t say things because that’s how you really feel, but only to keep me off your back, right?”

I pause there and breathe out through tight lips. But after a brief silence, Tsunaki’s response of “Sorry” sets me off rambling again.

“See, what are you even sorry for? Tsunaki, you’ve got this whole thing backward, you know, because the best way not to piss me off is not to just nod and play along. Put the same damn thought into your apology that I’m putting into getting these words out—throw this same goddamn energy back at me, that’s what I’m saying!”

Still Tsunaki only nods yes. Unlike me, he doesn’t rattle off a rant stored up over nearly a month of being cooped up with depression.

“I want living with me to drain you as much as it drains me. Is that being needy?”

To try and calm myself I pull a second bottle of shōchū from my bag, but it has already gone cold. “Sorry, can I have a smoke?” I say to Tsunaki, holding out my hand.

Wearing nothing but a coat, I stand there blowing smoke and staring at the highway, wondering how to turn this preachy lecture into a conversation and why, despite all this effort, my words never get through to anyone. I can’t help but laugh, and Tsunaki looks at me to figure out what’s going on.

“The people at that job were so amazingly kind and nice that, for a moment, I thought, ‘Wow, this might actually work,’” I tell him.

The breath that escapes Tsunaki’s mouth is white like mine, which makes me think that he’s smoking with me, but both hands are shoved into his pockets. Still not wearing the gloves I gave him. All this forgetting can only mean he has no need for them, I guess.

“When you’re down, you lose sense of what’s what. But get this, Tsunaki—Mitsuo Aida’s poem really spoke to me. What about you? Did good old Mitsuo ever make you cry? He sure got me. Mitsuo made his mark. But somehow it still wasn’t enough. Even though they are all good people, and they seriously cared about me, and I was genuinely happy when the lady told me I should consider them family . . .”

A truck blinged out in flashy rainbow lights passes through my field of vision, blasting an oldies pop tune at full volume. The road has been swept clean, so that looking only in this direction, you could forget it is even snowing.

“I really thought I could do it, you know. But then out of nowhere—I don’t even know what happened. When they said they couldn’t understand what was so scary about a Washlet, suddenly I didn’t know what to do. Can you believe it, Tsunaki? A Washlet, for god’s sake! You know, I was set on doing whatever it took to hold on to this place, but now I’ve screwed everything up over something so stupid. Just when things were looking up. How’s that for useless?”

After blurting all this out, I laugh, but Tsunaki doesn’t join in. Eyes narrowed, he merely looks at me with a pained expression and makes no move to open his mouth.

“Tell me, what am I s’posed to do? I’m useless. I’ve lost my mind.”

One minute, I am laughing, and the next I notice that my voice is breaking. To hide my face, I reflexively lunge forward and cling to Tsunaki. Arms pinned to his sides, he simply stands there nodding faintly and patting my back.

“Does a mind come back if you lose it? Tsunaki, d’you know I always get so mad at you, I could go crazy? And getting mad is goddamn exhausting. I don’t know why I get mad, or wind myself up until I’m spent, but if I try to push through and go to work then I just end up depressed, and when that depression finally clears I turn manic, and when that calms down, I’m sure I’ll just get depressed again, so what the hell am I supposed to do? Tell me, why do I get so burned-out just by living? If a little rain makes me want to die, there must be something massively wrong on like an evolutionary level, right?”

I can’t look Tsunaki in the face. As I talk, I keep my forehead pressed up hard against his shoulder. The wool of his sweater itches my cheek.

“You can always break up with me if you want, but I am stuck with myself for life. Even now, my mother probably still can’t get out of bed when it rains, and since I was born like this, I’m going to be this way till the day I die, so what choice do I have? Just deal with it, right? Lucky you, Tsunaki, you get to leave me.”

I want Tsunaki to know that I am more tired of myself than anyone else could ever be; that’s why I waited for him naked on the roof. After all this time, I hate myself for still wishing he would share the burden, but I can’t help it. I am crying, nose running, as Tsunaki squeezes my hand and quietly says, “Don’t worry . . . I’ll burn out with you.”

“I’m not going to make it easy for you. I’m asking you, put the effort in. I mean it this time.”

I can see the fields. A vast, gaping hole beyond the apartment buildings over Tsunaki’s shoulder. The snow disappears into it as though inhaled by the darkness. Through the open coat, I press my bare skin firmly into Tsunaki, all the while wondering what it is that I’m so desperate to connect with, but I fail to come up with a straight answer. I reach up and wrap my arms even more tightly around Tsunaki’s neck. The coarse fabric of his jeans rubs against my thighs, the cold belt buckle biting into my pelvic bone.

“Hey Tsunaki, can you tell me what it was you liked about me?” Sniffling, I bring my lips close to whisper in his ear, and my temple brushes against the frame of his glasses. “What made you stay with me for three years?”

“Good question.”

Tsunaki leans forward but speaks in that same detached manner as always. His chest moves with his breath, making his voice feel like it is reverberating directly through my body.

“At the mixer when we first met, I distinctly remember you saying you couldn’t sign up for a Parco card.”

“. . . Did I say that?”

“You were ranting about how they gave them out to anyone who could scribble a name on the form and how you only applied because the Parco guys were so keen to sign you up, yet after all that, you got a notice saying ‘We regret to inform you that you did not pass our screening process.’”

“Ahh, I remember that now.”

With no driver’s license, no pension or health insurance cards on account of not making my payments, and no need for a passport since I never traveled overseas, I lack any ID that would even let me rent DVDs from Tsutaya.

“You said those moments make you feel like everyone is somehow onto you, which took me by surprise. I went through a similar stage at one point too, but while I dealt with it by just keeping things at arm’s length, you puked and pelted through the streets with blood streaming from your head. That was amazing. The whole way along the river, while you were yelling ‘Screw Parco! Screw Parco!’ I was running along behind thinking how pretty your blue skirt looked as it swayed. The scene made no sense, but it was beautiful, and I wanted more of it.”

“. . . That’s your reason for being with me?”

“Not just that.” I feel Tsunaki shake his head slightly.

“You know, this is just a hunch I have,” I say, half to myself, with my face buried in Tsunaki’s sweater, “but I think the only reason that Hokusai was able to capture Fuji at one five-thousandth of a second is because in that moment something clicked between them. I mean, surely no one has ever made more effort to understand Mount Fuji than Hokusai, and I’m sure Fuji for its part wanted to be known and appreciated for all it was, and that’s why it put on that big show for him, definitely.”

Slowly disentangling myself from Tsunaki, I cast off the coat and whirl away, sprinting straight across the rooftop. I reach the highway-side fence at full tilt, then turn around so that the orange lights are at my back. Facing Tsunaki as he stands there against the empty darkness, I shout to be heard over the roar of the trucks.

“I don’t care if no one gets me for the rest of my life, but I want you to remember this one five-thousandth of a second.”

Dripping tears and snot, I’m in an awful state. Tsunaki stares unmoving in my direction, as though unable to comprehend what he is hearing, with the light reflecting off his glasses.

“I want to feel like we’ve connected for a moment, even if it’s one five-thousandth of a second.”

Even if I puke green vomit and make it to fifty still completely unmoored and no less mentally unstable, at least I will be able to say that here on this snowy rooftop, stark naked and silhouetted against Tokyo’s Metropolitan Expressway, I became Tsunaki’s Mount Fuji.

“Well, what do you say?”

Gazing at me with my arms and legs spread, Tsunaki replies in a rather feverish tone, “Sounds good.” As a truck rumbles by, I think to myself that, really, nothing in the world would make me happier than to be wholly, utterly, completely, unconditionally understood by Tsunaki; but then, I don’t even understand the first thing about myself, so that is never going to happen. There is absolutely no chance that we end up bound together for life. At least give me one five-thousandth of a second.

Tsunaki grabs me by the arm and starts walking toward the rooftop entrance. When we get downstairs, an enraged Ando is waiting in front of our apartment. “What the hell’s going on?” she snaps as soon as she spots us. Owner had probably called Ando and told her that I went AWOL after my sudden rampage in the restroom. With her rushed makeup and disheveled hair, the woman does not look sharp.

“Kei, why is she naked?”

Tsunaki totally ignores Ando and, still leading me by the hand, unlocks the door and goes inside. When we reach the living room, his phone starts ringing in his pocket, but Tsunaki swiftly silences it. Immediately, the doorbell starts ringing in its place.

In an effort to warm up my chilled-to-the-bone body, Tsunaki tries to run the heater and the kotatsu at the same time, which, right on cue, trips the breaker again, reminding me of all the stuff I had left on in the book room since morning.

“Bump up those amperes already.” I pull the stiff kotatsu mat up to my chin. “I told you, all you have to do is call the power company.”

In the darkness, Tsunaki opens his phone without speaking. The dim light casts a faint glow around his hands but fails to reach the ceiling. I try to burn this image into my memory, the face of this man I have lived with for three years, but the bluish light is too weak to make an impression.

The ringing of the bell becomes more incessant, now punctuated by fierce blows to the door. As we huddle together, lying low, I come to feel that we could start afresh and be just like old times. I don’t know whether to laugh or cry at my own inability to accept defeat, even this late in the game.

“. . . The power.” Tsunaki stands up, as if suddenly remembering.

“You’re not making it go out just so you can flip the switch again, are you?” I ask, looking up at his back.

Tsunaki thinks for a brief moment, then answers, quiet but adamant, “I wouldn’t do something so annoying.”

Of course not.

You don’t go to work so that you can get fired, or wake up so you can fall asleep, or find love so you can break up, or pick yourself up just to get depressed again.

“You know, I really wanted to understand you,” Tsunaki tells me, turning around to pat my head. Hearing him say that, I reach up and gently close the phone in his hand.
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