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			Chapter One

			I want to swim – so went the urge that overtook Eriko in that moment.

			She imagined letting her shirt, her skirt and her underwear fall to the floor, and then feeling the softness of the water and the refracted light against her bare skin as she swam on and on, endlessly, through soundless space. As her skin grew accustomed to the temperature of the water, the boundaries between herself and the outside world would grow hazy, and trappings such as her age, her weight and her gender lost their significance. If she attempted to speak, her words became tiny bubbles, rising up and up to merge with that distant white before disappearing entirely. But why did she feel this craving so powerfully, when the hottest season of the year was drawing to a close?

			Then the answer hit her. It was because the early morning office spreading out in front of her so closely resembled a deserted indoor pool.

			The desks set out in neat rows as if broken up by lane dividers; the silent, pale blue space that recalled the water’s surface. In the way that they both seemed to bring memories flooding back, the smells of chlorine and toner ink were not at all dissimilar. Eriko’s search for a place and a time when she could be utterly alone, so as to work uninterrupted, had eventually led her to this very office where she spent the majority of her days. Mostly it was a space where she felt the pressure to show herself at her most capable, and yet right now, she could have yelled whatever nonsense she wanted at the top of her lungs, or broken into some bizarre dance routine, without any consequences whatsoever. Of course, she didn’t actually do any such thing. Eriko was not the type to yell or to do zany dances, whatever the circumstances.

			Between 6 and 7 a.m., the food sales division that subsumed half of the eighteenth floor of the head offices of Nakamaru, Japan’s largest trading company, was entirely devoid of people. Broadly speaking, the division’s remit was a classic one for a Japanese trading company: importing food products from overseas, and selling them to domestic companies.

			The fresh, untainted air spreading out before her calmed Eriko Shimura’s mind and body, both of which were perpetually seeking out a conclusion. It was the task of whoever arrived first in the office to switch on the clocking-in machine. She crouched down, stuck the plug into the dusty socket and flicked the switch. Removing the card with her name on from the box on the wall, she inserted it into the machine. A clunk resonated through the silent office space, and another 6 a.m. time stamp was added to the row on her card.

			Ever since she’d been a young girl, Eriko had liked being ahead of other people. Her father, who had worked at this same company many years before her, had impressed upon her that getting in there first was a crucial skill in a successful businessperson. Certainly Eriko’s parents, with whom she lived in an apartment in Setagaya, weren’t delighted by the fact that their only daughter ate breakfast apart from them, but now that she was in her eighth year at the company they no longer complained about it.

			Even at the age of thirty, Eriko had no intention of leaving home. She knew that without her mother’s support, there was no way she’d be able to work this hard, while also remaining this immaculately presented and healthy. Besides, she thought, if she were to leave home, her mother would soon feel stifled by a life spent with only her taciturn father for company.

			However early Eriko got to the office, though, the most she would have to herself was a meagre forty minutes. Most of her colleagues arrived an hour ahead of the official start time of 8.30, checking their emails with one hand as they chowed down breakfasts purchased from the convenience store with the other. Weaving her way between the fifty or more desks filling the office in the Tod’s high heels that her mother had polished so thoroughly that they reflected the lights of the ceiling, Eriko made a beeline for her desk. Half of the staff in her division were permanent employees of the company, but of those, the only woman other than Eriko was Sayako Yotsuba, a sales director ten years Eriko’s senior. The temps and those on temporary contracts were all women, but they arrived just in time to begin work at 8.30.

			The convenience store bag containing Eriko’s breakfast and a copy of today’s Nikkei newspaper rustled against her beige pleated skirt. She sat down at her desk and switched on her computer. The deep boom of the start-up noise resonated at her feet, tracing invisible arcs in the air as it spread through her surroundings. This moment, and this moment only, was time given to her when it was acceptable to think and do nothing whatsoever. It was quite possibly the most at peace that she felt throughout the entire day. Eriko savoured this little scrap of freedom, which lasted until her neatly organised desktop materialised on the screen in front of her. Now that her salary easily surpassed ten million yen, Eriko could say with confidence that the most valuable resource in this world was time. You could make a go of most things, if you only had time. Today, with everybody rushing around so frenetically, the mere understanding that an abundant amount of time had been spent on a certain project, product or artwork served to increase its value. The high status afforded to such things as light, natural-looking makeup, food cooked in the traditional way, and letters spanning over three sheets of paper and starting out with genteel references to the changing seasons reflected people’s reverence for the time spent in creating them.

			To clear a space for her breakfast, Eriko first cleaned the squeaky surface of her desk with disinfectant wipes, making sure not to overlook the cracks in her keyboard and her phone receiver. She understood that this was a finicky habit, but she also knew that if she didn’t undertake this ritual, this portion of space that had been allocated to her wouldn’t feel like her own. She made her way through the office circulars that had accumulated in a pile on her desk, skimming her eyes over each in turn. At this time of day, she could accomplish everything at several times the speed at which she worked during business hours, when people were forever coming and going around her, and the phone rang incessantly. You could create time, if you only used a bit of inventiveness – that was something she’d learned from her first-ever boss. When, a few minutes later, she reached the bottom of the pile, Eriko internally rubbed her hands in glee as she moved the convenience store bag to the centre of her desk.

			From the bag, she took out a small carton of café au lait, shortly followed by the main article: a Karintō Melon Bun, resplendent in its plastic wrapping. This morning, she’d searched two convenience stores near her house for it, but it had been sold out in both. She’d finally managed to locate the brand-new product in a convenience store inside the subway station. She knew full well that the baked item, which brought the sweet, deep-fried crunch of karintō together with the classic melon bun, was not going to be healthy, and yet still she flipped it over to check the ingredients. Quite possibly this was an occupational disorder. Mitsuzaki, the name of the bread manufacturer written on the packaging, was a client of the cereals division. Even at this age, eating food laced with artificial sweeteners, preservatives and colourings – the kind of food that her mother, who liked everything to be natural, so vehemently abhorred – was enough to give Eriko a sneaky thrill. All that excitement, for a mere 918 yen! Hadn’t her classmates back at high school used to buy sweet buns like these from the school store? As much as she’d appreciated her mother’s home-cooked bento boxes, she remembered feeling terribly envious of those huge sweet buns with their garish colours. It had seemed to her as though the bodies of the girls of her age that were so readily and joyfully filled up by those cheery confectionery items concealed temperaments that were laid-back and unrestrained.

			She opened her bookmark list, hovered the cursor over the URL of her favourite blog, and then, with a single click of the mouse, dived into a pool of time that was hers and hers alone. As her eyes ran over the lines of text, she took a bite of the melon bun, which was nearly as large as her face. The thick cookie dough encrusting its surface broke open with a crunch, and out spilled the aroma of butter and brown sugar, and the unmistakable taste of melon. Yes, it was exactly like she’d described. The combination of saltiness and sweetness wasn’t bad, but the overall flavour was hardly sophisticated. Savouring it alongside the words flowing down the screen, though, its deliciousness seemed to percolate through her body.

			The idea of combining karintō and the trusty melon bun is, of course, totally stupid. Honestly, I burst out laughing when I saw it there in the convenience store. But here’s the thing: when you bite into that greasy, crunchy coating with its hint of soy sauce not unlike mitarashi dumplings, it’s like emerging from a tunnel into the light, with the bright, fresh green flavour of melon fanning out all around you. I have to report that I’m now totally addicted. A stupid taste. A stupid price. But you know what, getting by on ‘stupid food’ actually makes things very easy. It’s kind of soothing to feel like you’ve found a way to cheat at life. I don’t know if I’d recommend it per se, but hey …

			Found a way to cheat at life – that struck her as a neat phrase. For Eriko, life so far had been something to take deadly seriously, to grapple with as earnestly as one could. As she was sitting there, a faint sense of achievement washing through her as the heaviness of stale oil in her chest lulled her into a light daze, she heard a voice from somewhere above her.

			‘Wow, that’s such a schoolgirl breakfast choice, Shimura. You’ll get fat if you keep eating stuff like that, you know?’

			Yasuyuki Sugishita was a fellow member of the seafood team. His modus operandi in any given situation was to act in such a way as to make his conversational partner worry that they were out of line in some way – and then, as they were engrossed in checking their own behaviour, Sugishita would forge on ahead to gain the lead. This strategy apparently rendered him immune to criticism too, because despite his being far from a perfectionist, Eriko had never seen him being cautioned or told off by a superior. In the sales section, where jock types were the norm, Sugishita’s skinny physique and his pretty, longish face with its narrow jaw and pale, colourless lips stood out from the pack. Somewhat unusually, he had joined the company fresh out of an architecture degree, which meant he was two years older than Eriko, despite being part of the same cohort of university leavers.

			‘Morning! You mean this bun? There was an article about it on a blog that I read regularly. I finally managed to get hold of one.’

			Even as the unhappy realisation that her alone time had been cut shorter than she’d anticipated resonated through her body, Eriko gestured to her computer screen. Sugishita rested his hands on her desk and he leaned right in. Wow, that’s very close, Eriko thought, but she didn’t pull back. The scent of Sugishita’s hair product filled her nostrils.

			‘Woah, is this like a wife blog?! What does a single girl like you get out of reading something like this?’

			For two years now, Eriko had been reading a blog entitled The Diary of Hallie B, The World’s Worst Wife practically every day. The website design was pretty basic, the long entries featured few line breaks, and the shoddy photographs were clearly taken on a smartphone. And still, it was a permanent fixture in the list of the 30 Most Popular Homemaker Blogs, as featured on an influential website. Perhaps one of the things that made it unique was that it didn’t attract any of the trolls that were a staple of the other homemaker blogs.

			‘It is, but it’s a bit different to the others. She doesn’t go on about being a wife all the time – in fact, she’s surprisingly slapdash about things. She’s fairly lax when it comes to food and domestic tasks, without it ever feeling overly sloppy. We’re the same age, as well, which makes me feel close to her.’

			Hallie B lived with her husband, a supermarket manager, in a Tokyo apartment. They apparently had no intention of having children at present. They didn’t seem to be particularly wealthy, but there was no indication that Hallie did any part-time work, either. Despite being a full-time homemaker, she didn’t always cook; often she would meet her husband in a family restaurant or a conveyor-belt sushi place for dinner. Her husband didn’t seem to criticise her for this, and in general, they appeared to get along very well – yet neither was there any bragging about how perfectly blissful their marriage was. Eriko liked how, instead of calling her husband ‘hubby’ or using his real name, Hallie had a special title for him on the blog: ‘The Demon King.’

			I want kids, but somehow we never get to the making-them stage … I guess sex isn’t so bad once you get started, but it’s the lead-up that I struggle with. It always seems like such a massive effort! Hey, Demon King, are you reading this?

			Hallie would come out with faintly shocking pronouncements like this in a nonchalant manner. Eriko found it unspeakably refreshing to read Hallie stating flat out that she never bothered using coupons or collecting up points from supermarkets or pharmacies – that was the type of wife she was, and she was fine with it.

			I just think those people who concoct this points nonsense are stealing our precious time >;-( You save up all this money to get a discount of a piddly 500 yen or whatever. Once you’ve factored in the faff of scrabbling around to find your points card and take it out of your wallet every time you’re at the cash register, it’s frankly not worth it. I bet if you added up all the time that an average person spends on all that palaver over the course of a lifetime, it’d easily be ten hours or more. I’m hardly rich, and it’s possible that I’m missing a trick here, but I kind of don’t care? Let’s tell it like it is: it’s a pain! I tossed all of my point cards in the bin and lo and behold, my wallet was suddenly so light! Not to mention my spirits …

			Eriko had always hated how her mother’s wallet was so bloated with points cards and coupons. With her father becoming president of one of Nakamaru’s subsidiary companies quite early on in his career, they’d lived quite affluently; Eriko found it dispiriting, nonetheless, that her mother was toyed about with by the whims of the retailers in a bid to save a paltry 100 or 200 yen here and there. On first impressions her mother seemed easy-going, but there was also a dogged, persistent quality to her personality. She refused to throw anything away, insisting on holding on to everything just in case it came in handy one day. Maybe Eriko resented this impulse in her mother in part because it wasn’t dissimilar to her own. Hallie B seemed to instinctually know that time was more important than money. That was what enabled her to exist so spaciously, so without constraint.

			‘I don’t see the appeal. What’s a diary like this got to do with your life? It’s so … domestic?!’

			Pushing back an inexplicable sense of hurt that Sugishita didn’t seem remotely impressed by the blog, Eriko began to talk faster.

			‘I like how real she is. You don’t get a sense she’s making an effort to dress up her life in any way. It’s cute – she’s cute. And the prose has a nice pace to it. It’s like you can sense the expanse of time on her hands.’

			‘Oh, I get it! You think it’s fun to look down on stay-at-home women with nothing to do with themselves, huh? Man, women are mean! You really love seeking out women of a lower status so as to feel better about yourself, eh …’

			Eriko was accustomed to the male employees at work coming out with these kinds of lines, but that didn’t mean that it didn’t grate on her. When she’d first joined the company, the extent to which overt misogyny went unpunished shocked her, but by this point she’d resigned herself to it. The trick was to let it wash over you. The men didn’t mean it maliciously – there was a surprising absence of any thought behind these casual utterances – so it was a mistake to take them to heart. The only one to feel ashamed if she went calling this and that out would be her. So long as someone like Eriko, an immaculately presented permanent employee with the backing of her father, worked as hard as the men, then she was treated equally. There was no point in spinning out about it. Eriko refused to break her good-tempered attitude for something of this ilk.

			‘No, it’s not that … You know how wife blogs often have this show-off quality about them? As if they’re trying to impress on everyone how incredibly happy they are, how talented at cooking, how pristine their houses, and so on. It’s as if you can sense their desperation for other people to recognise that. But with her—’

			The phone on Eriko’s desk rang, cutting through the pair’s conversation. Eriko picked up the receiver to find someone from a California tuna company on the other end of the line. The phone calls that came in at this time of day were predominantly from the States.

			‘May I take your name, please? When shall I have him return your call?’

			After dealing with the call in her best English, Eriko turned once again to look at Sugishita.

			It was frustrating, to find herself this incapable of explaining herself. She liked the way that Hallie didn’t put on airs and played a touch dumb, if anything, while actually being sharp in her thinking. She selected her words gently, yet in a way that conveyed a certain intelligence, and she was never hurtful to others. She lived a pretty idle life but didn’t seem ashamed of that fact, nor did she try to force any meaning onto it. Above all, her blog was dotted with nice turns of phrase that lingered with Eriko and uncontrived ideas that she found herself wanting to imitate.

			For instance: on muggy summer days, doing the housework in one’s swimming costume, then slinging a dress over the top and heading down to the local pool for a swim. Getting a whole bunch of easy-reading non-fiction books out of the library. Ordering in pizza and watching Hollywood films on TV. Going around numerous convenience stores in search of a particular corn chowder-flavoured ice lolly.

			Eriko was drawn to this approach to life: not immersing oneself in one particular thing all day long or searching for something to give everything else meaning, but remaining without plans and living according to one’s whims, a bit like a cat. When was the last time that Eriko had spent time in that way? She couldn’t even recall. Simply by reading Hallie’s blog, she felt her nerves, frazzled from nightly work dinners and endless market research, loosening a little.

			Eriko was forever attempting to avoid wasting time. When she wasn’t at work, she would pour her attention into beauty treatments, personal research and study, while of course also prioritising rest and sleep. She could say with confidence that everything she did produced some benefit and felt no doubt that today’s Eriko was superior to the Eriko of yesterday. At some point, though, perhaps around the time she’d turned thirty, she’d started to experience painful twinges that began behind her nose. Suddenly, she’d feel as if she didn’t have enough oxygen, as if she were unable to reach out and touch anything, however much she flapped and flailed. When one of these episodes struck, she’d take a huge breath, tell herself that she was okay, and then enumerate her strengths, the various ways in which she’d improved, and all the ways in which she was contributing to the company. When this didn’t succeed in calming her, she would begin acting unnecessarily modestly towards the people around her, so as to elicit praise from others, which would unfailingly restore her to a state of normality. And yet, however much she fought the sensation, she felt with each close of a passing day, each dawn of a new morning, that the possibilities available to her had been subtly shaved away and the course corrections she tried to implement were becoming less and less effective. Was this an age-related panic? Would she get used to it in a few years’ time? When she caught a glimpse of this urgency in those of a similar life-stage around her, she couldn’t prevent a sense of relief and twisted joy from seeping through her.

			For Eriko, the real clincher when it came to Hallie B’s blog was that the only character to appear consistently, other than Hallie herself, was her husband – there was no mention whatsoever of female friends. This was a key difference from the other homemaker bloggers, who were inclined to boast relentlessly about their broad social network. Eriko harboured the secret hope that this woman knew the trick to managing the issues that she herself struggled with.

			She felt lifted by the fact that even someone like Hallie had no friends. Even someone with the type of character that, thanks to some miraculous balance of qualities, didn’t put other people off might find themselves incapable of making friends, through simple bad timing or similar. Maybe not having friends wasn’t such a terrible, embarrassing flaw after all. Maybe it wasn’t even a flaw at all, but one of the many variables that existed among the diversity of humankind.

			I’m a 30-year-old stay-at-home wife, living in a crummy apartment in central Tokyo with my husband. My favourite food is the engawa from my local 98-yen-a-plate revolving sushi place bar, Smile Sushi.

			It was when Sugishita read Hallie’s profile that his look of disinterest finally cracked, and a touch of excitement crept into his tone.

			‘Engawa is her favourite food, huh? You know that those cheap conveyor-belt sushi places make their engawa with halibut? I wonder whether “Hallie B” isn’t a veiled reference to that. If so, that’s a pretty niche sense of humour she’s got there.’

			The sushi known as engawa was a specific cut of fish, from the muscular section beside the fins. The traditional, expensive version was made with olive flounder, but one olive flounder only contained enough engawa meat for four nigiri. A halibut, on the other hand, could exceed 200 kilos and grow up to three metres long, thereby generating far more engawa meat. Halibut put up a vigorous struggle when you tried to haul them out of the water, to the extent that it was standard practice in Alaska to kill them with a shotgun to pacify them. Feeling as though she herself had been complimented, Eriko puffed out her chest in pride. As she did, a certain thought occurred to her. ‘Come to think of it, you were handling the Russian halibut account last year, weren’t you? Didn’t you say you’d done a deal with Centre Village Holdings?’

			This was the enormous restaurant chain that owned Smile Sushi. Seeing Sugishita grin in assent, Eriko clapped her hands together. ‘That’s incredible!’ she exclaimed. ‘We’re all connected. Hallie B’s favourite food turns out to be part of your professional remit …’

			As a feeling of wonderment ran through her, Eriko surveyed the office floor, which still only contained the two of them. She adored those moments when the dissemination of a product or a particular pattern of numbers would suddenly make the world seem small enough to grasp in her hand. Day had dawned, without her realising it, and the late-August sunlight cascaded in through the windows. The carpet, which frequent cleaning had left with a fluffy white top layer, began to emanate a warm smell. Working in a product trading company, you began to see unexpected depths within everyday scenes. This café au lait, this melon bun, this newspaper, for instance – it was impossible to look at them on her desk this morning without thinking about which country the raw materials used to make them had come from, their means of distribution and the processing that had led to their being here in this form. You only had to hold them in your gaze to feel their individual stories unfolding before you. This form of clairvoyance was something that had been instilled in both Eriko and Sugishita over the years.

			Japan consumed around 6,520,000 tonnes of seafood annually, and 40 per cent of that was imported. Many of these imports were ‘nameless fish’ – in other words, types of fish commonly mislabelled or used as substitutes. Since moving to the seafood team, Eriko had developed the ability to identify any fish by taste, regardless of how it had been labelled or processed.

			‘Don’t you feel bad for the consumers when you think about it? Although I suppose engawa is the name of the part of the fish, so it’s not a bona fide deception.’

			‘If you think about it rationally, though, there’s no way in hell you’d be able to eat righteye or olive flounder for under a hundred yen a pop. I’m sure the consumers must be vaguely aware.’

			‘It’s like they’re being fed alien meat or something … It’s kind of scary.’

			‘But when that alien meat is cut up and perched on top of their nigiri, everyone gobbles it down and says how delicious it is. Think about things like “fish burgers” and “white fish à la meunière” – if you started interrogating each and every bit of fish that you consumed, there’d be no end to it. This world is full of information that you’re better off not knowing.’

			Sugishita was in the habit of making these detached proclamations, but when it came to business negotiations, he would reveal an extraordinarily charming, smooth-talking persona. While he could initially come across as slightly twitchy, he had in fact been born into a family that owned a clothing company in the exclusive Mitsukoshi department store, which went back for generations.

			‘You’re in charge of the Nile perch account from this month, right? Someone as keen on family restaurants and conveyor-belt sushi as Hallie B is bound to ingest the fish you’ve traded sooner or later, no?’

			At these words, Eriko reached out and absent-mindedly flicked through the file of documents that had been passed on by her predecessor. Nile perch was a species of freshwater fish, in the family Centropomidae of order Perciformes. It grew up to two metres long and weighed up to 200 kilos. Native to the African subcontinent, it lived in lakes and rivers. It was a carnivorous fish, with a ferocity of nature that seemed utterly at odds with the clean, light taste of its white meat. Since its introduction into Lake Victoria, it had wiped out 200 different resident species of cichlid, such as tilapia. Its mild flavour appealed to the sensitive Japanese palate, and in the nineties it had even been passed off as sea bass, but of late, 90 per cent of stock was exported to Europe and America, and it was rarely seen in Japan. Eriko had spent these last few months preparing to open up an import route to Japan once again, and to equip the local producers with the facilities to make this long-distance export possible. The more she found out about the Nile perch, the more she was irresistibly drawn to it.

			‘Yes, there’s no rivalling the Nile perch when it comes to vitality!’

			‘It’s carnivorous, right? Who knows what it goes around eating! Scary stuff. You should check out that documentary – Darwin’s Nightmare, I think it’s called. Apparently it shows how the Nile perch totally desecrates any surrounding ecosystem it enters.’

			‘It’s on my radar, but I haven’t got round to it yet. Besides, I feel like it might be best to hold off until I’ve tied up the deal. You know, if the Nile perch hadn’t been released by humans into that lake, it might have gone its whole life without ever realising the ferocity in its own nature. I feel bad for the poor creature. I’ve heard it’s a popular choice for commercial aquariums as well. It’s silver, and very beautiful. With this sort of sad-looking face …’

			‘Apparently, they’ve got a couple in that new aquarium in Shinjuku. Shall we go take a look some time?’

			But Eriko offered neither a clear yes nor no in response to this mumbled invitation, pretending instead to be engrossed in the blog once again. She was fully aware that Sugishita had something of a soft spot for her. He seemed to have imposed on himself the rule that verbalising his feelings constituted a sign of weakness, and a troubled expression, which appeared to be a combination of longing and embarrassment, now floated across his features. This whole barrage about the blog that he’d decided to subject her to was also, surely, a manifestation of his affection. Perhaps not wanting to admit to himself that she’d sidestepped his invitation, he reverted to their former topic with alarming speed.

			‘Maybe it’s fine if you’re just reading her blog. It’s not like there’s any hope of you two hitting it off in real life, anyway.’

			‘I don’t think that’s true! I reckon Hallie and I could be good friends.’

			‘Oh yeah? Despite the fact you don’t have a single female friend?’

			Eriko felt the heat receding from her fingertips. Even when she made as much effort as she did, still she gave off the aura of someone without any friends. Her heart pounded noisily in her chest at being confronted by this unshakeable truth. Meanwhile, Sugishita’s words wore a slick, suggestive sheen. She knew that men were vaguely turned on by women who couldn’t hit it off with other women. He even oozed a certain pride, as if he’d managed to locate a major flaw in the opposing team without even having to get his hands dirty. Pretending not to notice, Eriko affected a perfectly indifferent tone.

			‘I guess that’s true. I’ve pretty much fallen out of touch with my university girlfriends since starting work. It’s not like I’ve got the time for girls’ get-togethers, even when I am invited …’

			This was a negotiation trick she’d learned: conceding an adversary’s point as a way to maintain a superior position overall. No such group of university friends existed, and she’d not once been asked along to a ‘girls’ get-together’. The slyness, the childishness of women of a certain age still referring to themselves as ‘girls’ sometimes seemed stunning to Eriko.

			‘But I mean, you don’t go to lunch with the temps or women from other sections, do you?’

			He had never come out and said it, but rumour had it that Sugishita was dating a temp called Maori Tagasugi on the sly. Maybe that was why he was so well informed about the social lives of the female employees.

			‘No … The timing of my lunch break doesn’t match up with the people from other sections, and it’s difficult to go out to lunch with the temps. Lots of them are trying to eat out for under 1000 yen, you know, which makes it hard to ask them along on the spur of the moment …’ Eriko did her best to maintain a cheery tone of voice, deliberately neglecting to add that, of course, they never invited her. ‘It’s true that I’ve never been particularly good at female friendships. I’ve always been the upright A-grade student type, you know? I know you’re not supposed to say that about yourself, but it’s true. Back at school I was always being asked to be class rep and so I got used to being set apart from other people. I don’t really get all those unspoken rules that exist for women, and I end up sticking out, without realising it.’ Eriko was aware that she was speaking extraordinarily quickly. Internally, she intoned a prayer: Please, please, please don’t ask me anything else. Anything further in from here was uncharted territory. She had no faith that she would be able to keep from revealing her true self.

			‘Envy probably plays a part too. A stunning girl like you who aces everything without even having to try – of course other women are going to resent you. Female jealousy is a scary thing, eh?’ Sugishita screwed his eyes up affectionately. He seemed to think that he was praising her. Most likely, he was comparing her to Maori – pudgy, talkative Maori who was incompetent at her job. Eriko felt certain that he was stringing Maori along. And yet, she was perpetually surrounded by a cluster of other female employees, in a way that Eriko envied intensely.

			Without even having to try, he’d said. Sugishita had likely never thought about the amount of time and money that had been poured into achieving this flawless skin, this glossy hair. What toner did Hallie B use, Eriko suddenly wondered. It was likely some cheap one that she’d found on sale at the drug store – or was she an unexpected organic cosmetics devotee? Whichever it was, Eriko wanted to try using the same one. Now, as she was scrolling back through the past blog entries, she found her lips moving.

			‘And it seems like she lives close to me.’

			‘Seriously?’

			‘See this Gisele, the organic café she’s featured here? It’s one station away from where I live. I know it well because my mum was helping out there when it was first set up. And then I’ve noticed that all of her favourite fast-food restaurants and chain stores that she mentions are clustered outside my nearest station. Although I guess they’re places you can find anywhere …’

			‘Isn’t it a bit extreme to know all that? From where she’s coming from, you’re not far off being a stalker, surely?’

			Startled by this word, which had never even come to her mind before, Eriko turned around and stared wide-eyed at Sugishita.

			‘What!? I’m only reading her blog! I happened to notice that her house is close to mine. Through sheer coincidence.’

			‘I dunno, Shimura. You’re imitating what she’s eating, reading about how she spends her days, and you just so happen to live close by … Even if you’ve no bad intentions, she’s bound to find it a bit creepy. Just take things easy, okay?’

			With this, Sugishita turned on his heels and headed for his desk. Other employees were beginning to arrive. Had he got into work this early specifically to be alone with her, out of Maori’s sight? Was it conceited of Eriko to think that? It was a year since she’d broken up with her last boyfriend, but she didn’t yet feel lonely by herself. It was her intention to get married at some point, but right now, moving between her parents’ house and the company took up every scrap of her energy.

			Had Hallie ever thought to imagine that somewhere out there, there was a woman working in an office, munching on the same melon bun as her, as she read through her blog? Eriko couldn’t help but feel that Hallie must somehow sense her presence. Her attitude might seem utterly unaffected, but she was quite possibly sending out a secret message to the masses. The message went: You’re fine just as you are. You can relax a bit. It’s okay to be alone. Eriko read through Hallie’s diary entry again, as if repeating affirmations to herself in the mirror.

		

		
			Chapter Two

			The fingers that were moving across her phone screen busily updating her blog now fell still, and Shōko Maruo lifted her gaze.

			A pair of jeans hung out to dry on the balcony of an apartment across the street were flapping in the breeze and caught her eye. They seemed in danger of flying away at any moment. Jeans that skinny had to belong to someone young, Shōko thought. Now that she was in her thirties, there was no way she could get away with wearing anything like that. She remembered how, back when she was working in the department store, she’d stand around in pants so tight they cut off her circulation. It hadn’t been unusual for her to stand for ten hours a day back then, and sometimes she only had two days off a month. What would the Shōko from back then have to say about her current lifestyle, she found herself wondering. She’d probably be quite envious.

			She’d got here a bit too early, Shōko now realised. The organic café Gisele was a favourite spot of hers, just fifteen minutes’ walk from her flat. It being a Saturday, there were several solo women diners. The large plate set down on the table in front of Shōko was crowded with an assortment of riches – konnyaku and chicken liver salad with karashi mayonnaise, coleslaw with bitter melon, brown rice balls with sesame and red perilla, and slices of rolled omelette with sea lettuce – and yet Shōko had polished it off at a pace stunning even to herself. It was a while since she’d eaten a meal this well balanced, this replete with vegetables, and nor had she served any such meals to Kensuke. What a useless wife I am, she thought to herself yet again. Tonight, she resolved, she’d make sure at least to boil some hijiki to go with their dinner. Yet the truth was that even the idea of doing so sent a wave of intolerable weariness washing over her. Maybe she’d buy something here at Gisele to take back for him. She really couldn’t be bothered to do the washing-up tonight. Of all the household tasks, Shōko disliked those involving water the most.

			She’d met her husband, Kensuke, the manager of a supermarket specialising in selling imported foodstuffs, while she had been working part-time at the same store, and they’d tied the knot three years ago. In essence, she did her best to economise in order that the two of them could get by on his income alone, but she didn’t want this to result in an overly sanctimonious approach to life. When it came to little indulgences, she dipped into the savings that she had from her single days. Recently, she was also earning a small income from the affiliate ads on her blog. She and Kensuke hadn’t had a wedding ceremony, he hadn’t bought her a ring, and they hadn’t been on an overseas honeymoon. Needless to say, they hadn’t bought a house either. In place of these large-scale extravagances, they had taken the decision not to scrimp on the little things. If they were going to argue about the washing-up at home, it was better to eat out at a cheap restaurant – this was the agreement they’d made between themselves at the registry office.

			In truth, it would probably have been fine to make the more economical choice of a coffee chain or family restaurant today, but conscious of the fact that the person she was meeting worked in media, Shōko had suggested the most stylish place she could think of. The light wood interior here always calmed her. Now Hashimoto, the young waiter who came to clear away her plate, suddenly crouched down beside her so his head was right beside hers.

			‘Thanks so much for featuring the new autumn menu on your blog, Shōko!’

			‘Woah, woah, that’s way too close! You gave me a fright!’

			Hashimoto’s breath tickled her ear. At twenty-five, he was the same age as Shōko’s younger brother, which was maybe part of the reason she found him easy to get along with. When she hit him in playful reproach, her fingers struck a toned bicep under his shirt, whose existence she wouldn’t have predicted from his lanky frame. The firmness of his muscle, which her fingers seemed to bounce off, was a far cry from the wobbly upper arms of her husband, who had started putting on weight again.

			‘You know the days we’re featured on your blog, we get more customers than usual.’

			Shōko was a firm fan of fast-food chains and family restaurants, and Gisele was one of the few independent businesses that she frequented. Since helping out over the busy New Year period this year, she’d become friendly with the staff, and continued to stop in once or twice a month as a customer. The management had asked her if she wanted to work there on a regular basis, but she’d turned them down – she had little doubt that once it became her regular workplace, she’d no longer be able to pop in to relax.

			Shōko moved her eyes back to her phone screen. When reading the comments left on her blog, she found that time flew by with an almost miraculous speed. None of the commenters criticised her for her laziness. On the contrary, the majority of the messages she received were words of encouragement: ‘This is so comforting to hear!’ or, ‘Reading your words makes me feel better about myself.’ Readers posted links to favourite products or venues. Shōko was delighted to have found a place where she felt she belonged, but the deluge of kind words left her with a sense that she was deceiving her readers. Nonetheless, the good feelings were addictive, and she could pass hours at a time reading back over the comments. It seemed to her that the sensation wasn’t unlike steeping in a jacuzzi. When something was so soothing, you stopped knowing when it was time to get out.

			Shōko wanted more areas of her life where she felt at ease. She didn’t want this feeling to be limited entirely to the internet. But it had been eight years since she’d moved to Tokyo, and she still didn’t feel as though she could properly relax here. While working, she’d been too busy to go out and enjoy herself, and after getting sick she’d stopped leaving the house entirely. The bell by the café door tinkled as a woman of forty in a suit stepped inside. Her eyes found Shōko immediately, and she strode directly over.

			‘You must be Hallie … I mean, Shōko Maruo. It’s so nice to meet you! I’m Satoko Hanai from the Third Editing Department at Shūmeisha.’

			Shōko hurriedly stood up, bowing and accepting the business card that the woman handed her. Satoko Hanai had a nice figure and a pretty face, but her dry skin and the dark circles under her eyes left a distinct impression of exhaustion.

			‘Gosh, this is a surprise! You’re so much prettier and more charming than I was imagining, somehow!’

			Shōko noticed that Satoko didn’t go as far as to say ‘beautiful’ or ‘gorgeous’ – that the caution unique to the elite was at work. Feeling some sensor in her that had been dormant for a while leaping back into action, Shōko realised that she was being sized up. She was quite aware that her outfit today – a worn-out T-shirt teamed with chinos that had been Kensuke’s when he was thinner, and no makeup – was hardly an appropriate look for a first meeting. It was true to say that since quitting her job at the apparel company her interest in clothes, which she had once shopped for so avidly, had thoroughly waned. But even back then, she hadn’t had an appearance that caught people’s attention. Her figure was without curves, her eyes were single-lidded, and her white skin was dotted with freckles. Her lips naturally curled back, and she had a complex about the way that her gums showed when she smiled.

			And yet there had been some women who, as if by some prior arrangement between themselves, had found Shōko detestable.

			She flirts with all the men.

			Those were their words. It wasn’t flirting, that was the thing. It was just that Shōko found it easy to show men the consideration and care that she was fairly sure women showed to one another constantly. Often, around other women, she’d find herself at a loss for what to say, while with people of the opposite sex, she instinctively knew what to do. Maybe it was in part because her parents had divorced and she’d grown up with her father and two brothers. But she definitely wasn’t the tough-cookie type, and nor did she have much experience with romantic relationships. That she’d earned such a reputation simply by behaving freely around men came as a surprise. Since then, her fear of this happening again saw her behaving unnecessarily goofily in front of women.

			Satoko Hanai ordered a coffee and then set about spreading an array of Shūmeisha publications across the table – magazines aimed at married women and books by wife bloggers – explaining this and that. The truth was, Shōko simply wasn’t that into the idea. Just passing her eyes across the gushing prose written by wife bloggers about how happy and fulfilled their lives were left her feeling tired. Her disposition was one that sought to avoid excess hassle as much as humanly possible. Apparently oblivious to all this, Satoko was spouting forth at a tremendous pace.

			‘These days, the homemaker blogging sphere is sufficiently large that it’s divided into all kinds of sub-categories, and within that ecosystem, I feel that your USP is how natural you are. I love how your blog is so refreshingly free of shoulds and musts. In the current climate, when Japanese society is accepting of so many different ways of living, lots of housewives find themselves feeling quite lost, quite torn. I think your laid-back stance will resonate with lots of people, and I’m not only talking about other housewives either. Your undogmatic approach means your message could really appeal to single working women as well.’

			‘Yeah … I’m just struggling to believe that anybody would read a diary like that as a book, you know?’

			‘Yes, well, so I was thinking that we could absolutely take those diary entries as a base, but reorganise them into essays. I think it would be great if you could write a manifesto for your way of living as a real woman, who doesn’t try too hard.’

			Shōko felt an itchy sensation spread across her shoulders and down her back. This, she thought – this was why she didn’t like these intellectual types. Until now, she’d never written anything that she’d given serious thought to – not once. She objected to having this grand significance foisted on her, objected to being pigeonholed like this.

			It was undeniably true that ever since her blog had hit the most popular blog ranking, she’d found a new enthusiasm for writing. Yet when the message about making the blog into a book had arrived from the editor at Shūmeisha – a major publishing company that everybody had heard of – it had taken her so by surprise that she’d barely known how to respond.

			That she was here at this meeting at all was down to her husband’s encouragement.

			‘It’s maybe about time you thought about re-entering society, isn’t it?’ he’d said. ‘With talent like yours, it’d be a waste if you didn’t.’

			And then, ‘How incredible is it that an editor would get in touch out of the blue like that?! It’s like a modern Cinderella story. It’s so cool that they want to release a book of yours!’

			The interaction made Shōko think back to her days working part-time in the supermarket. As a manager, Kensuke had been a bit slipshod, hardly the ultra-competent type, but his total disinterest in hogging the limelight, and the way that he genuinely rejoiced in other people’s successes, meant that all the staff liked him, and, overall, the working atmosphere had been pleasant. She remembered how amusing it had been to observe his astonishment at her customer service skills, which had been instilled in her during her department store days. Kensuke was shorter than Shōko, and got a little rounder with every passing year, but she felt more comfortable around him than with anyone she’d dated before.

			‘Have a think about it, and then be in touch? I’m confident that it would do very well.’

			After pressing several blog books on Shōko, Satoko left, leaving her barely touched coffee behind on the table. For a moment, Shōko stared off into space and let her shoulders drop. She was struggling to process all the information that had just been rattled off at her. She felt like she needed a cigarette – although the café was non-smoking.

			‘Excuse me, um—’

			Taken aback by someone addressing her unexpectedly, Shōko lifted her face in the direction that the voice was coming from. A woman as flawlessly beautiful as any doll was standing beside her table. Her skin was perfectly clear, the black hair slinking down to her shoulders lustrous. She wore a short-sleeved knitted top with a diamond pendant. It was hard to gauge her age, but from the faint creases by her eyes, Shōko imagined she must be in her thirties.

			‘I was wondering … are you Hallie B, by any chance?’

			Not knowing what to say, Shōko shot the woman an ambiguous smile. The woman’s eyes lit up.

			‘I’m so sorry for being so rude, I happened to overhear your conversation … Also, you mentioned this place in your blog once, didn’t you? I’m a big fan of yours!’

			As Shōko was fumbling around for how to reply, the woman handed her a business card. The angle, the speed at which she held out the card seemed to Shōko far straighter and faster than that of Satoko.

			It was later that evening, in their one-bedroom apartment, which they found plentifully spacious for the two of them – located in the middle of a shopping arcade – that Shōko told Kensuke about what had happened in Gisele. As he drank his cheap beer along with the Thai curry that she had heated from a can, he adopted the kind of suspicious expression that it was rare to see him make.

			‘And you’re sure she’s legit?’

			‘The editor? Or the woman from the manufacturing company?’

			‘The woman from the manufacturing company. I mean, she’s a total stranger, right?’

			Shōko pressed mute on the TV, sat up straight and turned to face Kensuke.

			‘You’d understand if you met her. She’s incredibly pretty, gorgeous actually, and so young-looking, like you’d never guess we were the same age. She was dressed really classy, in the way you can just tell everything she’s got on is high quality. After all that time working in department stores, I came to understand that you can trust people like that.’

			The company where Eriko Shimura worked was Japan’s best-known general manufacturing firm. Even more reassuringly, she also seemed to know Hashimoto and the other staff at Gisele. It turned out that her mother was a friend of the owner.

			‘It’s clear that she is who she says she is, and she told me where she lives as well. You know those expensive-looking apartments opposite the post office?’

			‘What? But you said she’s single, no? Does she own one by herself?’

			‘It sounds like she’s living with her parents.’

			‘A-ha, the pampered princess type! I guess there are a lot of rich people in this area.’

			It irked Shōko slightly to see relief spread across her husband’s face at this information.

			‘I don’t know that many people in Tokyo, you know? I want to have the kinds of friends who I can meet up with easily, for a coffee or whatever. Of course I know I’ve got to keep an eye out for dodgy types too.’

			Shōko had only chatted with Eriko for ten minutes or so in Gisele, but she’d been left with the feeling that she wanted to see her again. What Eriko had said about being an avid reader of her blog appeared to be the truth, for she’d gone on to enthuse about aspects of it that Shōko herself had never even thought about. In the manner of a true salesperson, she’d kept up a smile throughout their chat, and displayed a subtle sense of consideration for others. In all honesty, she had made a markedly better impression than Satoko. Maybe more than anything else, Shōko found herself enticed by the knowledge that Eriko had grown up in this part of town. Becoming close with Eriko might help her finally shake off the ever-pervasive sense of being an outsider that she felt living here.

			‘That’s a very cautious statement by your standards.’

			‘Yeah, I just think I need to be careful. I’ve been getting these creepy messages recently on the blog.’

			‘Creepy how?’

			Unsure of whether or not to say it, Shōko grabbed Kensuke’s beer and took a swig, then looked him directly in the eye.

			‘I know where you live, and you live right by so-and-so station don’t you? That kind of stuff.’

			‘Jeez … That’s pretty stalkerish, isn’t it? You need to be careful. Although you’ve got me, so you’ll be okay.’ Even as Kensuke screwed up his face in distaste at this new information, he didn’t stop moving his food to his mouth.

			‘I’m thinking it might be best to give up the blog, you know? It started out as a hobby and now it’s suddenly becoming this big thing … I don’t know if I can be bothered with it. We can get by fine on your salary. I don’t want to force it, you know?’

			‘You’re weirdly lacking in ambition, eh? I guess that’s just who you are, and part of what drew me to you. At the end of the day, you have to play it how you want to.’

			‘Hey, what do you say we have sex tonight?’

			The exertion of meeting multiple new people for the first time in a while had left Shōko feeling stiff and achey. It was at times like these that she wanted him to take her, hard. To let all the tension ebb away, and then fall into a deep sleep. Of late, although Kensuke would agree to have sex with her if she asked, he never initiated it. But Shōko didn’t mind that so much. It wasn’t like she had a particularly high sex drive to begin with.

			‘I dunno, I was on the early shift today and my back’s killing me. What if we do it in a way that’s not tiring?’

			‘Aw, no, not that position again … I can barely feel a thing.’

			‘In that case let’s leave it until the day before my next day off. We’ll do it then. I promise.’

			Pouting sulkily, Shōko booted up the Mac that she shared with her husband. She would write about Eriko on her blog, she decided. She was sure Eriko would be pleased, and she somehow wanted to create a record of the day.

			On a visit to one of my favourite cafés, I met a girl who reads my blog! She was absolutely *stunning*, and seemed to have a good brain on her too. I felt guilty that someone so impressive was reading this absolute dog’s dinner of a blog …

			As she wrote, Shōko mused on whether it was permissible to call someone over thirty a ‘girl’, but then decided to leave the entry as it was. She knew that neither she nor Eriko were young, per se – but when women were together, weren’t they always girls, whatever their age?

		

		
			Chapter Three

			The message from Hallie a.k.a. Shōko, who lived just across the railway tracks from her, had come three days before. Eriko had barely been able to believe it. Ever since their encounter in the café, her heart had been aflutter at the idea that it was possible to meet someone so casually, so freely. Now, she got off the train at the station by her house and headed directly for the family restaurant located under the train tracks.

			Shōko had been even more charming in person than Eriko had imagined. It was hard to believe that she was the same age as Eriko. Her skin was freckled and her hair had a tint of golden brown to it, like a young girl from overseas. The simple, faded T-shirt in which her slim frame was attired spoke of effortless style. To top it all, she’d written about Eriko in her blog that very night. Finding herself appearing in a blog that she read regularly was a slightly strange feeling, but it had left her with a warm, fuzzy feeling in her chest.

			Sure, it did feel a bit odd to be referred to as a ‘girl’ at her age, but given that people in their sixties still referred to all-female meet-ups as ‘girls’ get-togethers’, maybe it was okay.

			Tonight, she and Shōko had arranged to meet in a Denny’s, one of the all-night family restaurant chains beloved not only by families with children but school-kids and students too. Something about the plan made Eriko’s heart race, as if she’d finally become a popular high-school girl. Usually when she got together with other working people, they would inevitably meet in a sought-after city-centre restaurant or a hip bar that served trendy nibbles. That was why the atmosphere always felt so tense, Eriko thought – why those kinds of relationships didn’t last. She felt amazed by the simplicity and ease of meeting in one of the chains you could find anywhere, at a location close to where they both lived.

			She glanced down at her watch to see it was past eleven. Pushing open the door, she spotted Shōko sitting in an armchair by the window, smoking a cigarette while looking at her phone. Eriko ran over.

			‘I’m so sorry! I was with some clients and couldn’t get away. I can’t believe it’s this late. Does your husband not mind you being out at this time?’

			‘Oh, no, he’s fine. He’s at home playing Dragon Quest.’

			Shōko stubbed out her cigarette and pushed her phone away, then handed Eriko the menu. Eriko ordered black tea and leaned back in the armchair. She would now have to come up with an entertaining topic of conversation, she realised, and she felt a nervous tension begin to sink its talons into her. Luckily, Shōko pre-empted her.

			‘You work in sales, right? You must be so busy. Were you working overtime?’

			‘It was drinks with clients. They don’t like us to stay late at the office.’

			After the workers’ union had demanded a review of working conditions at Nakamaru in light of the high numbers of employees suffering from depression in the last few years, it had become frowned upon to work overtime or go in on days off. However, the issue remained that employees’ workloads could not be accomplished within their working hours alone. After a data-leak incident, employees now needed to fill out a complicated form in order to take work home. It was for that reason that most of the employees came in early in the morning. When Eriko explained this, Shōko replied, ‘That’s so messed up, though! You can’t forbid people from working late but then not reduce their amount of work. And prevent them from taking it home on top of that! It doesn’t make any sense.’

			‘Exactly,’ said Eriko, nodding deeply.

			Shōko slowly drew her mobile back towards her.

			‘I’ve got this editor who keeps emailing me. She wants me to turn my blog into a book, but I’m not convinced it’s a good idea.’

			‘Really? Why not? It seems like a waste to turn a proposal like that down, no? If you wrote a book I’d totally buy it.’ Eriko found herself surprised by the casualness with which this response came slipping out. Shōko shrugged.

			‘But I don’t want it to turn into an obligation, you know? Really I want to keep posting this stuff more or less unnoticed. As someone who in theory falls into the category of “homemaker blogger”, I think suddenly having all these proper homemakers who are all over their housework and childcare reading it would be a lot. And then once it’s out, I’ll have to do discussions with other wife bloggers for magazines and stuff. I just don’t think I’ve got it in me.’

			It was true that the thought of Hallie B artfully navigating her way through a crowd of other homemakers felt somehow off-brand.

			‘I get it. Groups of women can be a real pain. I struggle with that too.’ Before she knew it, a frown had formed across Eriko’s forehead. Shōko leaned in with sudden enthusiasm.

			‘Right!? Other women have always had a problem with me, for some reason.’

			‘Seriously? That surprises me. You’re so frank and open – I always think those are the qualities that other women take to.’

			There was no element of a lie in what she was saying. Chatting with Shōko like this, it struck Eriko as positively bizarre that there were no mentions of female friends on her blog. She felt exhilarated by the idea that women this cheerful, this enjoyable to be around, could also find themselves on their own.

			‘I think it’s rare to encounter people as easy to be around as you are,’ Shōko now said.

			‘Easy to be around? Me?’

			‘Yeah! I mean you’re gorgeous, and you have this super-impressive job, and yet … Maybe because you’ve got it all, you’re operating on a different level to other people? There’s a bit of a goofiness about you. I just feel really at ease around you.’

			At that moment, a train went thundering above their heads. This was the first time Eriko had ever been spoken about in this way, and the assessment left her almost dizzy. All her past relationships had ended not long after her boyfriends had started to tell her that she was ‘tiring’ to be around and that her perfectionism was ‘exhausting’.

			‘I moved to Tokyo straight after graduating, and was working for a brand called Bloom. Have you heard of it?’

			‘Wow, yes. I’ve got one of their sweaters. That’s incredible!’

			‘The thing about apparel, though, is that the whole industry revolves around these messy, catty relationships between women. A whole beehive full of queens.’

			‘Oh, that figures. I know exactly what you mean.’

			Formulating these kinds of responses to Shōko brought Eriko a strange joy. That they were communicating successfully with each other, managing to have a conversation, appearing to be on each other’s wavelength, seemed close to miraculous.

			‘The stress of it broke me in the end, and I got sick. I quit after four years.’

			‘Are you not going to go back?’

			‘Nope. For a while I got
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