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ABOUT THE BOOK

In the Tokyo suburbs four women work the draining graveyard shift at a boxed-lunch factory. Burdened with chores and heavy debts and isolated from husbands and children, they all secretly dream of a way out of their dead-end lives.

A young mother among them finally cracks and strangles her philandering, gambling husband then confesses her crime to Masako, the closest of her colleagues. For reasons of her own, Masako agrees to assist her friend and seeks the help of the other co-workers to dismember and dispose of the body. The body parts are discovered, the police start asking questions, but the women have far more dangerous enemies – a yakuza-connected loan shark who discovers their secret, and a ruthless nightclub owner the police are convinced is guilty of the murder. He has lost everything as a result of their crime and he is out for revenge.

Out is a psychologically taut and unflinching foray into the darkest recesses of the human soul, an unsettling reminder that the desperate desire for freedom can make the most ordinary person do the unimaginable.


ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Natsuo Kirino, born in 1951, quickly established a reputation in Japan as one of a rare breed of crime writer whose work goes well beyond the conventional crime novel. This fact has been demonstrated by her winning not only Japan’s top mystery award, for Out, but one of its major literary awards, the Naoki Prize for Soft Cheeks. Several of her books have also been turned into movies. Out is the first of her novels to appear in English.

Stephen Snyder, a professor at the University of Colorado at Boulder, is known for his excellent translations of contemporary Japanese fiction, among them Ryu Murakami’s Coin Locker Babies and Miri Yu’s Gold Rush.
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‘The way to despair is to refuse to have any kind of experience …’

Flannery O’Connor




A Note on the Currency

Calculated at a rate of 200 yen to the pound, the monetary figures in this book would convert as follows:

¥1,000 = £5

¥5,000 = £25

¥10,000 = £50

¥50,000 = £250

¥100,000 = £500

¥1,000,000 = £5,000

¥10,000,000 = £50,000


NIGHT SHIFT

1

She got to the parking lot earlier than usual. The thick, damp July darkness engulfed her as she stepped out of the car. Perhaps it was the heat and humidity, but the night seemed especially black and heavy. Feeling a bit short of breath, Masako Katori looked up at the starless night sky. Her skin, which had been cool and dry in the air-conditioned car, began to feel sticky. Mixed in with the exhaust fumes from the Shin-Oume Expressway, she could smell the faint odour of deep-fried food, the odour of the boxed-lunch factory where she was going to work.

‘I want to go home.’ The moment the smell hit her, the words came into her head. She didn’t know exactly what home it was she wanted to go to, certainly not the one she’d just left. But why didn’t she want to go back there? And where did she want to go? She felt lost.

From midnight until five-thirty without a break, she had to stand at the conveyor belt making boxed lunches. For a part-time job, the pay was good, but the work was back-breaking. More than once, when she was feeling unwell, she’d been stopped here in the parking lot by the thought of the hard shift ahead. But this was different, this feeling of aimlessness. As she always did at this moment, she lit a cigarette, but tonight she realised for the first time that she did it to cover the smell of the factory.

The boxed-lunch factory was in the middle of the Musashi-Murayama district, facing a road that was abutting the grey wall of a large automobile plant. Otherwise, the area was given over to dusty fields and a cluster of small auto repair shops. The land was flat and the sky stretched in every direction. The parking lot was a three-minute walk from Masako’s workplace, beyond another factory, now abandoned. It was no more than a vacant lot that had been roughly graded. The parking spaces had once been marked off with strips of tape, but dust had long since made them almost invisible. The employees’ cars were parked at random angles across the lot. It was a place where no one would be likely to notice someone hiding in the grass or behind a car. The whole effect was somehow sinister, and Masako glanced around nervously as she locked the car.

She heard the sound of tyres, and for an instant the overgrown summer grass that bordered the lot shone in the yellow headlights. A green Volkswagen Golf cabriolet, top down, drove into the lot, and her plump co-worker, Kuniko Jonouchi, nodded from the driver’s seat.

‘Sorry I’m late,’ she said, pulling the car into the space next to Masako’s faded red Corolla. Her driving seemed careless, and she made more noise than necessary putting on the hand brake and closing the car door. Everything about her was shrill and gaudy. Masako stubbed out her cigarette with the toe of her sneaker.

‘Nice car,’ she said. The subject of Kuniko’s car had come up a number of times at the factory.

‘You really think so?’ Kuniko said, sticking out her tongue in pleasure at the compliment. ‘But it’s got me up to my eyes in debt.’ Masako gave a non-committal laugh. The car didn’t seem to be the only source of Kuniko’s debts. She had nothing but designer accessories, and her clothes were obviously expensive.

‘Let’s go,’ Masako said. Sometime after the New Year, she’d begun to hear talk of a strange man hanging around the road that led from the parking lot to the factory. And then several of the part-timers had reported being pulled into the shadows and assaulted before barely escaping; so the company had just issued a warning that the women should walk in groups. They set off through the summer darkness along the unpaved, ill-lit road. On the right was a ragged line of apartment blocks and farmhouses with large gardens – not particularly appealing but at least a sign of life in the area. On the left, beyond an overgrown ditch, was a lonely row of abandoned buildings: an older boxed-lunch factory, a derelict bowling alley. The victims said that their attacker had dragged them between the deserted buildings, and so Masako kept careful watch as she and Kuniko hurried along.

From one of the apartment houses on the right, they could hear a man and woman arguing in Portuguese; more than likely they worked at the factory. In addition to the housewives who worked part-time, the factory employed a large number of Brazilians, both ethnic and of Japanese descent, many of them married couples.

‘Everybody’s saying that the pervert is probably a Brazilian,’ said Kuniko, frowning into the darkness. Masako walked on without answering. It didn’t make much difference where the man was from, she thought, there was no cure for the kind of depression that came from working in that factory. The women would just have to protect themselves as best they could. ‘They say he’s a big, strong man, that he grabs the women and holds them without saying a word.’ Something in Kuniko’s tone betrayed a hint of longing. Masako felt that Kuniko was somehow blocked, closed off, like a thick cloud cover obscuring the stars at night. From behind them came the sound of squeaking bicycle brakes, and when they turned nervously to look, they found an older woman straddling her bike.

‘So it’s you two,’ she said. ‘Hi.’ It was Yoshie Azuma. She was a widow in her late fifties, with nimble fingers that made her the fastest worker on the line. The other women had taken to calling her ‘Skipper’ out of grudging respect.

‘Ah, the Skipper. Good morning,’ Masako said, sounding relieved. Kuniko said nothing but dropped back a step.

‘Don’t you start calling me that, too,’ said Yoshie, but she seemed secretly pleased with the name. Climbing off her bike, she fell in step with the other two. She was small but solidly built in a low-slung way that seemed ideally suited to physical labour. Yet her face was fine featured and pale, floating up now almost seductively out of the darkness. It was perhaps this contradiction that made her seem unhappy, somehow unfortunate. ‘I suppose you’re walking together because of the fuss they’ve been making about that pervert,’ she said.

‘That’s right,’ said Masako. ‘Kuniko’s still young enough to be in danger.’ Kuniko giggled. She was twenty-nine. Yoshie skirted a puddle that was glimmering in the dim light and turned to look at Masako.

‘You’re still in the running yourself,’ she said. ‘You’re what, forty-three?’

‘Don’t be silly,’ Masako said, suppressing a laugh. The compliment made her feel self-conscious in a way she rarely did anymore.

‘Then you’re all dried up, are you? Cold and dry?’ Yoshie’s tone was teasing, but it seemed to Masako that she’d hit the nail on the head. She did feel cold and dry, almost reptilian, as she slithered along now.

‘But aren’t you a bit later than usual today?’ she said, to change the subject.

‘Oh, Granny’s been a little difficult.’ Yoshie frowned and fell silent. She was caring for her bedridden mother-in-law at home. Masako stared straight ahead, deciding to avoid any more questions. As they cleared the row of deserted buildings on the left, they came upon several of the white trucks that delivered the boxed lunches to convenience stores across the city, and beyond the trucks loomed the factory itself, shining dimly in the fluorescent light like a nightless city.

They waited while Yoshie went to park her bike in the racks next to the factory, and then climbed the green, Astroturf-covered stairs that led up the side of the building. The entrance was on the second floor. To the right was the office, and down the corridor was the workers’ rest area and the locker rooms. The factory itself was on the ground floor, so once they’d changed, they would make their way downstairs. Shoes had to be removed on the red synthetic carpet at the factory entrance. The flourescent light washed out the colour of the carpet, so that the hallway looked rather gloomy. The complexions of the women around her also seemed darkened, and as she looked at her weary companions, Masako wondered if she looked as bad herself. Komada, the tight-lipped company health inspector, was stationed in front of the cubbyholes where they stored their shoes, and as each woman walked by, she rubbed her back with a spool of sticky tape to remove any dust or dirt she might be bringing in.

They entered the large tatami-mat room that served as the employees’ lounge. Small groups of people were chatting here and there, having already changed into their white uniforms. They sipped tea or munched snacks as they waited for work to begin, while a few had found spots in the corner to lie down for a quick nap. Of the nearly one hundred workers on the night shift, about a third were Brazilian, and of these roughly half were men. And since it was the middle of the summer holidays, the number of student workers had increased somewhat; still, the great majority of the employees were part-timers, housewives in their forties or fifties.

The three women exchanged nods with friends as they made their way toward the changing room, but then they noticed Yayoi Yamamoto sitting alone in a corner. She looked up at them as they approached, but no smile came to her face and she remained slumped on the tatami.

‘Morning,’ Masako said to her, and at last she smiled faintly for a moment. ‘You look exhausted.’ Yayoi nodded weakly and gave them a despondent look but still didn’t answer. Yayoi was the best-looking of the four women – in fact, she was the most attractive woman on the night shift. Her face was almost flawless, with a broad forehead and a nice balance between the eyes and the brow, an upturned nose and full lips. Her body, too, though petite, was perfect. Her looks were so conspicuous at the factory that a number of women had taken to bullying her, though others were nice to her. Masako had adopted the role of her protector, perhaps because the two of them were so different. While Masako herself did her best to live her life according to reason and common sense, Yayoi seemed to be dragging a great deal of emotional baggage through the world. Almost unconsciously, she held on to old sorrows, playing the role of a pretty woman at the mercy of cluttered and volatile feelings.

‘What’s up?’ asked Yoshie, thumping her on the shoulder with a rough, red hand. ‘You look bad.’ Yayoi gave a violent start and Yoshie turned toward Masako, who signalled the other two to go on without her and sat down in front of Yayoi.

‘Are you sick?’ she asked.

‘No, it’s nothing.’

‘Did you have another fight with your husband?’

‘I’d be happier if he were still even willing to fight with me,’ she said glumly, her bleary eyes staring off at some point beyond Masako. Realising they would have to start work soon, Masako began gathering her hair into a bun.

‘What happened?’ she said.

‘I’ll tell you later,’ said Yayoi.

‘Why not now?’ Masako urged, glancing at the clock on the wall.

‘No, later. It’s a long story.’ A look of rage appeared on Yayoi’s face for an instant, then vanished. Giving up the effort, Masako rose to go.

‘Okay,’ she said. She hurried into the changing room to find her uniform. It was only nominally a room, with no more than a curtain separating it from the lounge. On the wall were crowded rows of sturdy hangers, like those at a department store sale. In the section for the daytime employees, the soiled white uniforms hung in tight clusters, while the space reserved for the night shift was bright with multicoloured street clothes.

‘We’ll see you down there,’ said Yoshie as she and Kuniko left the lounge. It was time to punch in. According to the rules, they had to punch the time clock between 11.45 and midnight and then wait downstairs at the entrance to the factory floor.

Masako pulled her hanger from the bar. It held a white gown with a zipper down the front and a pair of work pants with elastic at the waist. She quickly slipped the gown over her shoulders and, noting the position of the men in the room, pulled off her jeans, then stepped into the work pants. There was no separate changing room for the men, and though she’d been working here nearly two years she still couldn’t get used to the arrangement.

After slipping a black net over the hair she’d already gathered with a barrette, she covered her head with the paper hat they all wore, more like a shower cap than a real hat. Someone had nicknamed them ‘locusts’ for their bug-like shape. She picked up a clear plastic apron and left the changing room, only to find Yayoi still sitting where she’d left her, as if she had nothing better to do.

‘Hey! Better get a move on,’ she said, but when she saw how slow she was to get up, she was more worried than bothered. Almost all the other employees had already left the lounge; only a few Brazilian men still lingered on the tatami. They were leaning against the wall smoking, their thick legs thrown out in front of them.

‘Morning,’ said one of them, raising a hand that was still wrapped around a cigarette butt. Masako nodded, giving him a thin smile. The name tag on his chest said ‘Kazuo Miyamori,’ but Masako couldn’t help thinking how foreign he looked, with his darkish skin, caved-in face and protruding forehead. She imagined he did one of the more physical jobs, such as shuttling rice to the automated feeder. ‘Good morning,’ he said, this time to Yayoi, though she was too distracted to look at him. He seemed disappointed, but then this kind of thing happened often enough in this cold, unfriendly workplace.

They went into the toilet for a moment before donning their masks and aprons. Hands were rubbed raw with scrubbing brushes and then disinfected. They punched their time cards, stepped into the white work shoes, and were checked once more by the health inspector, who had taken up a new station by the stairs that led down to the plant. Once again Komada rubbed their backs with the tape roller while carefully inspecting their fingernails and hands.

‘No cuts?’ Even the smallest scratch on a finger meant you were ineligible for any job that involved touching food. Masako and Yayoi held up their hands for inspection. Yayoi seemed about to collapse as she stood waiting for the test to end.

‘Are you all right?’ Masako asked.

‘Yes, I guess,’ said Yayoi.

‘Your kids okay?’

‘Unh …,’ she answered vaguely. Masako looked over at her again, but the hat and mask concealed everything but her listless eyes. Yayoi seemed oblivious to Masako’s stare.

The sharp blast of cold air mixed with the odours of various foods made the descent into the factory seem like stepping into a huge refrigerator. A dull chill came creeping up through their shoes from the concrete floor. Even in summer, the factory was icy.

At the bottom of the stairs they joined the other workers waiting to enter. Yoshie and Kuniko, who were further up in the line, turned to signal to them. The four women always worked together and tried to help each other out, otherwise the job would have been even tougher.

The door opened and the workers filed in. They washed again up to the elbows, and their ankle-length aprons were disinfected. By the time Yayoi and Masako finished washing and moved on to the factory floor, the other women had already begun preparations at the conveyor belt.

‘Hurry up!’ Yoshie scolded Masako. ‘Nakayama’s coming.’ Nakayama was the foreman on the night shift. He was young, just over thirty, with a foul mouth and an obsession with quotas that earned him the hatred of the part-timers.

‘Sorry!’ said Masako, picking up her disposable gloves and sterile towel and bringing a set for Yayoi as well. As she stuffed them into her hands, Yayoi looked down at them as if just realising she was at work.

‘Pull yourself together,’ Masako told her.

‘Thanks,’ Yayoi murmured. As they took their places toward the front of the line, Yoshie showed them the instructions for the day.

‘We’re starting with curry lunches. Twelve hundred of them. I’ll take rice, and you work boxes, okay?’ ‘Rice’ meant being at the head of the line as the linchpin of the whole process, the one who determined the speed of the line. Yoshie, who was particularly good at it, always volunteered for rice duty, while Masako took the job of handing her the containers. As she began arranging the plastic boxes, she turned to look at Yayoi. She had moved too slowly to get the easiest job of spooning on the curry. Kuniko, who had managed to get one of these positions, looked back at her and shrugged. They could try to look out for her, she seemed to say, but if she couldn’t manage this much for herself, what could they do?

‘What’s up with her?’ Yoshie asked, frowning toward Yayoi. ‘Is she sick?’ Masako shook her head but said nothing. Yayoi did seem unusually distracted. Masako watched as she wandered away from the line, where there were no places left, and headed around toward the position for smoothing the rice, a particularly hard job. Suppressing the urge to speak more sharply, she whispered to Yayoi as she approached: ‘That’s hard work.’

‘I know.’

‘Hurry up and get started,’ the foreman barked, striding toward them. ‘What the hell are you doing?’ His expression was obscured by the brim of his work cap, but his small eyes were bright with menace behind his glasses.

‘Guess who’s here,’ Yoshie muttered.

‘The asshole,’ Masako hissed, furious at Nakayama’s tone of voice. She detested this overbearing foreman.

‘I was told to smooth the rice,’ a woman who appeared to be new said timidly. ‘What do I do?’

‘You stand here and level it off after I put it in,’ Yoshie said, in a tone that by her standards was pleasant. ‘Then push it along for the curry. She’ll be doing exactly the same thing, so just watch her,’ she added, pointing at Yayoi on the other side of the line.

‘I see,’ said the newcomer, who apparently still didn’t understand and continued to stare about her in bewilderment. But Yoshie, who didn’t beat about the bush, flipped the switch on the conveyor belt. As it groaned to life, Masako noted that she had set the speed a bit faster than normal. Perhaps because everyone seemed a bit slow today, she was determined to speed things up.

Masako began passing the containers to Yoshie with a practised hand. A perfect square of rice emerged from the mouth of the rice dispenser and flopped into the container that Yoshie held beneath it. She then quickly weighed each portion on the scale next to her and sent it on down the line with a flourish.

Beyond Yoshie was a long line of workers: one to even out the rice, one to add the curry sauce, one to slice the deep-fried chicken, another to lay it on top of the curry. Then someone to measure out the pickles into their cup, someone to add the plastic lid, someone to tape on a spoon, and finally someone to place the seal on the box. Each meal made its way down the line, assembled in so many small increments, until at last a curry lunch was complete.

This was the way the shift always began. Masako glanced around at the clock on the wall. Barely five after twelve. Still five and a half hours of standing on the cold concrete floor. They had to take turns going to the bathroom, one at a time, with a replacement filling in on the line. You had to announce that you wanted to go and then wait your turn, which sometimes took as long as two hours in coming. They’d discovered long ago that to make the job as bearable as possible meant not only looking out for themselves but also working together as a team. This was the secret to lasting at a place like this without ruining your health.

About an hour into the shift, they began to hear sounds of distress from the new woman. Almost immediately, efficiency began dropping on the line and they had to cut the pace. Masako noticed that Yayoi, trying to help out, had begun reaching across to take some of the newcomer’s boxes, though today she’d seemed hardly able to handle her own. The veterans on the line all knew that smoothing the rice was a particularly tough job since it had cooled into a hard lump by the time it left the machine. It took a good deal of strength in the wrists and fingers to flatten the little squares of cold, compact rice in the few seconds the box was in front of you, and the half-stooping position made it hard on the back. After about an hour of this, pain would be shooting from your spine through your shoulders, and it became difficult to lift your arms. Which was precisely why the work was often left to unsuspecting beginners – though at the moment, Yayoi, who was anything but a beginner, was hard at work at the station, with a sullen but resigned look on her face.

At last they were finished with the twelve hundred curry lunches. The women on the line cleaned the conveyor and quickly moved to another station for their next assignment: two thousand special ‘Lunch of Champions’ boxes. The ‘Lunch of Champions’ had more components than the curry lunches, so the line was longer, filled out by a number of Brazilians.

Yoshie and Masako, as usual, took the rice spots. Kuniko, who was always quick to size up the situation, was saving the easiest job of saucing the fried pork for Yayoi. You took two pieces of pork, one in each hand, dipped them in the sauce, and then placed them in the box, sauced sides together. It was a good station, a bit shielded from the frenzy of the line, something even Yayoi could manage. Masako relaxed a bit and focused on her work.

But just as they had finished with this assignment and were starting to clean up the line, there was an enormous crash as something heavy was knocked over, and everyone turned to look. Yayoi had stumbled against the cauldron full of sauce and fallen flat on her back. The heavy metal lid clattered away, rolling off toward the next conveyor belt, while a sea of viscous brown sauce spread out around them. The floor of the factory was always slick with spattered grease and food, but the workers were all used to the slippery conditions and this sort of accident almost never happened.

‘What the hell are you doing?!’ Nakayama yelled, descending on them, his face pale with anger. ‘How could you have spilt all this?!’

‘I’m sorry,’ said Yayoi as some men with mops came running up, ‘I slipped.’ She made no move to get up, seeming almost stunned as she sat in the pool of sauce.

‘Come on,’ said Masako, bending over her. ‘You’re getting soaked.’ As she helped her to her feet, she caught a glimpse of a large, dark bruise on Yayoi’s stomach where the shirt of her uniform was pushed up. Was this the reason she seemed so distracted? The contusion was unmistakable on her white stomach, like a mark of Cain. Masako clicked her tongue disapprovingly, but hurried to straighten Yayoi’s uniform to hide the bruise from view. There were no spare uniforms to be had, so after a few moments to collect herself, Yayoi was forced to continue work with her back and sleeves covered in sauce. The thick liquid quickly congealed to a brown crust that didn’t soak through the cloth, though the smell was overwhelming.

Five-thirty a.m. No overtime today, so the workers made their way back to the second floor. After they had changed into their street clothes, the four women usually bought drinks from the vending machines in the lounge and sat chatting for twenty minutes or so before they headed home.

‘You weren’t yourself today,’ said Yoshie, turning to Yayoi. ‘You okay?’ Age and fatigue showed on Yoshie’s face, made plain by the hard night’s work. Yayoi took a sip of coffee from her paper cup and thought a moment before answering.

‘I had a fight with my husband yesterday,’ she said.

‘Nothing special about that, is there?’ laughed Yoshie, glancing over at Kuniko with a conspiratorial look. Kuniko’s eyes narrowed as she slipped a thin menthol cigarette into her mouth.

‘You and Kenji get along, don’t you?’ she asked in a noncommittal tone. ‘He takes the kids out all the time, I thought you said.’

‘Not recently,’ Yayoi muttered. Masako said nothing but studied Yayoi’s face. Once you sat down and held still for a few minutes, the fatigue seemed to work its way through your whole body.

‘Life’s long, and there are going to be times like this, highs and lows.’ Yoshie, who was herself a widow, seemed anxious to dismiss the whole discussion with a platitude, but Yayoi’s tone turned harsh.

‘But he’s used up all our savings,’ she spat out. The others fell silent, startled by this sudden admission.

Masako had lit a cigarette, and as she took a drag she broke the silence. ‘What did he use it on?’

‘Gambling,’ said Yayoi. ‘I think he plays baccarat or something.’

‘But I thought your husband was a pretty reliable guy. Why would he get mixed up in gambling?’ Yoshie seemed amazed.

‘Don’t ask me,’ Yayoi sighed, shaking her head. ‘I think there’s some place he goes to play, but I don’t know much about it.’

‘How much did you have?’ Kuniko asked, unable to conceal her curiosity.

‘About five million,’ Yayoi said, her voice fading to a whisper. Kuniko gulped and for a moment looked almost jealous.

‘That’s terrible,’ she muttered.

‘And last night he hit me.’ Showing the anger Masako had seen earlier, Yayoi lifted her T-shirt and displayed the bruise. Yoshie and Kuniko exchanged glances.

‘But I bet he’s feeling sorry now,’ said Yoshie in a conciliatory tone. ‘My husband and I used to fight all the time, and he was a brute. But yours isn’t like that, is he?’

‘I don’t know any more,’ Yayoi said, rubbing her stomach.

It was already light outside. The day seemed to be shaping up like the one before it, hot and humid. Yoshie and Yayoi, who commuted on bicycle, said goodbye in front of the factory as Masako and Kuniko headed for the parking lot.

‘Not much of a rainy season this year,’ Masako said as they walked.

‘We’ll probably have a water shortage,’ said Kuniko, looking up at the leaden sky. Her face was covered with grease from the night’s work.

‘If things keep up like this,’ said Masako.

‘What do you think Yayoi’s going to do?’ Kuniko asked, breaking into a yawn. Masako shrugged. ‘If it were me, I’d divorce him. Nobody would ask any questions, not after he used up all the savings.’

‘I suppose so,’ Masako murmured, but it occurred to her that Yayoi’s children were still small, so it wasn’t as simple as Kuniko made it sound. They were all heading home, but maybe it wasn’t just Masako who wasn’t sure where home was. They walked on to the parking lot in silence.

‘Goodnight,’ Kuniko said as she opened the door of her car.

‘Night,’ Masako answered, never quite sure it sounded right in the morning. Fatigue overtook her as she flopped down into the car, shielding her eyes from the morning glare.
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Kuniko turned the key of her Golf and the roar of the engine echoed comfortingly through the parking lot. Nice to have a reliable car in a place like this, though last year she had spent more than two hundred thousand on repairs.

‘See you then,’ Masako said, waving quickly as she put her own car in gear and pulled out of the lot. Though she had more experience than the rest of them and they tended to rely on her, she struck Kuniko as a bit cold. Kuniko bowed slightly and watched her go. The two of them were very different, and she found herself feeling relieved when Masako was out of sight. In general, when she said goodbye to her friends at the factory, it was as if a heavy veil fell away, letting the real Kuniko show through.

Masako had stopped at the light just outside the parking lot. As Kuniko stared across the lot at the back of her scratched and dented Corolla, she wondered how she could put up with such an old car. The dilapidated state of the red paintwork suggested the car had already been driven well over a hundred thousand kilometres – and the bumper stickers promoting safe driving were really too tacky. She drove a second-hand car herself, but precisely because it was secondhand, she made sure it was nice-looking. If not, then why not go get a loan and buy a new one? Masako wasn’t bad-looking for her age and she had a certain style, but she should think a bit more about the impression she made.

Kuniko popped one of her husband’s cassettes into the stereo and a shrill female voice filled the car with a cloying pop tune. Beginning to feel the heat, she ejected the tape. At the best of times, she wasn’t really interested in music anyway. She had only put it in to mark her liberation from the night’s work and to test the gadgets in her car. Adjusting the vents on the air-conditioner in her direction, she put down the top of the convertible, watching as it slowly withdrew like a snake shedding its skin. She loved this kind of moment when something ordinary could be made to seem dramatic and exciting. If only her whole life could be that way.

Still, she thought, going back to Masako, why do you suppose she always wears jeans and her son’s old shirts? Come winter, she added a sweatshirt or some ratty sweater, over which – worse yet – she’d throw on an old down jacket with patches of tape to keep the feathers from spewing out. That was really too much. It made her look like one of those scrawny trees at Christmas: her skinny shape, the slightly dark skin, the piercing eyes, the thin lips and narrow nose – no excess anywhere. If she would only use a little make-up and wear something expensive, more like Kuniko’s own clothes, she’d look five years younger and quite attractive. It really was a shame. Kuniko’s feelings toward the woman were complicated, part envy and part antipathy.

But the real point, she thought, is that I’m ugly. Ugly and fat. Peering into the rear-view mirror, she felt that wave of hopelessness which always swept over her. Her face was broad and jowly, but the eyes that peered back at her were tiny. Her nose was wide and sloping, but her mouth was small and pouty. Everything’s mismatched, she thought, and it all looks hideous after a long night shift. She pulled a sheet of facial paper from her Prada make-up pouch and patted around the shiny areas.

She knew how things worked. A woman who wasn’t attractive could not expect to get a high-paying job. Why else would she be working the night shift in a factory like this? But the stress of the job made her eat more. And the more she ate, the fatter she got. Suddenly feeling furious with everyone and everything, she jammed the car in gear, released the brake, and stomped on the gas. She checked the mirror as the Golf shot out of the parking lot, delighted at the little cloud of dust she left behind.

She turned on to the Shin-Oume Expressway and drove toward the city for a few minutes before turning right in the direction of Kunitachi. Beyond the pear orchards on the left, a tight cluster of old apartment blocks came into view. The place Kuniko called home.

She hated living there, truly hated it. But at the end of the day, given what she and Tetsuya, her live-in partner, earned, it was all they could afford. She wished suddenly that she were a different woman, living a different life, in a different place, with a different man. ‘Different’, of course, meant several rungs up the ladder. These rungs on the ladder were everything to Kuniko, and only occasionally did she wonder if there was something wrong with her incessant daydreams about this ‘different’ life.

She pulled the Golf into her designated space in the parking lot. The other cars were all sub-compacts, all domestic. Feeling particularly pleased with her own imported model, she closed the door with a loud slam. Serves them right if it wakes somebody. Still, if one of the neighbours started shouting, she knew she’d be forced to offer an apology. For the time being, she had to make do here as best she could. She rode up to the fifth floor in the graffiti-covered elevator and then picked her way down the passage strewn with tricycles and Styrofoam boxes to her own apartment. As she unlocked the door and let herself into the darkened room, she could hear a harsh snore, like the sound of an animal sleeping in there; but she was so used to the sound, she barely noticed it. She pulled the morning paper from the mailbox and put it on the dining-room table they’d bought on credit. Other than the TV listings, she never read the paper. It seemed a waste and she’d often thought of cancelling the subscription, but she did need the classifieds. She extracted the ‘Help Wanted, Female’ pages from the reams of real estate ads and set them aside, intending to look through them carefully later on.

The room was warm and humid. She turned on the air-conditioner and opened the refrigerator. She could never get to sleep, as hungry as she was, but there was nothing to eat. She’d bought potato salad and rice balls at the supermarket last night, but they were nowhere to be seen. No doubt Tetsuya had eaten them without giving it a second thought. Angry now, Kuniko yanked at the tab on a can of beer. Opening a bag of snack cakes, she turned on the television, changed the channel to a morning talk show, and sat back to listen to the celebrity gossip while she waited for the beer to take effect.

‘Turn it down!’ Tetsuya yelled almost instantly from the bedroom.

‘Why?’ Kuniko answered. ‘It’s time for you to get up anyway.’

‘I’ve still got ten minutes!’ he yelled again, and Kuniko felt something hit her arm. Looking down, she saw a disposable lighter that Tetsuya must have thrown. The skin on her arm was turning red. She picked up the lighter and went to stand over the bed where Tetsuya was sprawled.

‘Shithead. Do you know how tired I am?’

‘What?’ he said, a look of foreboding on his face. ‘I’m the one who’s tired.’

‘So you think that gives you the right to throw this shit at me?’ She flicked the lighter and held it near his face.

‘Cut it out!’ he wailed, knocking her hand away. The lighter shot across the room, rolling along the tatami, as Kuniko gave a stinging slap to Tetsuya’s hand.

‘Listen, you asshole! I’ve about had it …. You look at me when I’m talking to you!’

‘Fuck off,’ he said. ‘It’s too early.’

‘Shut up, you. And I suppose you ate my salad, too.’

‘Keep it down, okay?’ said Tetsuya, scowling. He was a size smaller than Kuniko and much more delicate. The year before last, when he’d finally found a regular job at a hospital, he had been forced to cut his shoulder-length hair, but it made him look even seedier. Kuniko hadn’t liked it at all. The Tetsuya who had wandered the streets of Shibuya hadn’t been any brighter, but at least he’d been cute. She’d worked in a video-game arcade in those days, also in Shibuya. She’d been much thinner then and able to attract a man like Tetsuya easily enough, though the credit line she’d run up decking herself out in clothes and accessories meant that she was still scrambling today.

‘You ate it,’ she said. ‘Admit it and apologise.’ Without warning, she jumped on top of him, using her weight to hold him down.

‘I told you to stop it!’ he shrieked.

‘Admit it and I’ll let you go.’

‘Okay, I ate it. I’m sorry. But there wasn’t anything else when I got home.’

‘So why didn’t you get something yourself?’

‘I know, I know,’ he pleaded. He twisted his head away as Kuniko slipped her hand between his legs, but he was still soft.

‘So, not even a morning hard-on now?’ she taunted.

‘Get off me! Get off! You’re heavy – do you know how much you weigh?’

‘How dare you!’ Kuniko shrieked, wrapping her thighs around his thin neck. Tetsuya tried to cry out, to apologise, but no sound emerged. She grunted and at last rolled off him. Their sex life of late had been nothing but disappointments. Though he was younger than she was, he was all but useless. As she stalked back to the other room, she could see him slowly sitting up.

‘Now I’m going to be late,’ he moaned. She ignored him and lit a cigarette as he emerged from the bedroom in a T-shirt and gaudy boxers, rubbing his throat. He took a cigarette from her pack of menthols on the kitchen table.

‘Those are mine,’ she said. ‘Leave them alone.’

‘I only want one,’ he muttered.

‘Fine, that’ll be twenty yen,’ she said, sticking out her hand. Tetsuya let out a sigh, knowing from her tone that she wasn’t joking. Keeping one eye on him, Kuniko went back to watching TV. Fifteen minutes later, he left for work without a word, and Kuniko lay down on the bed, fitting her larger form into the narrow depression he had left.

It was nearly two o’clock when she woke up. Turning on the television, she had a cigarette and watched the talk shows as she waited for her body to come to life. The afternoon shows were almost indistinguishable from the morning ones she’d watched before going to bed, but she didn’t care. She was hungry, so she went out to buy something without even washing her face. Near the entrance to the apartment complex was a convenience store that happened to sell her factory’s boxed lunches. She picked up a ‘Lunch of Champions’ and checked the label: ‘Miyoshi Foods, Higashi Yamato Factory, shipped at 7.00 a.m.’ No doubt about it, it had come off their line. She’d had one of the easiest jobs, putting in the scrambled egg, and still Nakayama had yelled at her to cut down on the portion. He really was an asshole. She’d like to scramble him one of these days. But last night’s shift had been an unusually easy one. As long as she stuck close to Yoshie and Masako, she could have her pick of the cushy jobs. She chuckled softly.

Back in her apartment, she watched TV while she ate her lunch and drank some oolong tea. As she bit into a piece of pork soaked in brown sauce, she remembered how Yayoi had kicked over the pot. The woman had been a mess this morning, she thought, so absent-minded that she was no help at all. In fact, she was a real drag on the team. So what if her husband was beating her up; if it were Kuniko, she’d just hit him back. Polishing off the pork cutlet, she poured some soy sauce over a pack of frozen dumplings and slathered them with mustard. As she was digging into them, she found herself thinking about Yayoi again. If she were that pretty, she wouldn’t be caught dead working the night shift in a factory; she’d get a job at a bar or a pub, or even someplace slightly disreputable – it wouldn’t matter as long as the pay was good. The only problem was that she wasn’t pretty like Yayoi, and she had no confidence in her own looks or style.

A special feature on high-school girls came on, and Kuniko found herself setting aside her chopsticks and focusing on the programme. A girl with long, straight, dyed-brown hair was talking. Her face had been disguised with digital blurring and her voice was distorted, but Kuniko could tell that she was pretty and stylish.

‘Men are wallets, just wallets,’ she was saying. ‘Me? What did I get out of them? A suit, a ¥450,000 suit.’

‘Shit!’ Kuniko shouted at the TV. ‘Stupid little creep.’ A suit costing that much must be Chanel or Armani. I want a Chanel suit, but if a little slut like that can get one for nothing, what’s the point? ‘Damn, damn, damn,’ she kept muttering.

The only good that had come out of working at the factory was meeting Masako, she thought, chewing on a lump of cold rice. She’d heard that Masako used to have a job at a good company, but she’d been forced out when they’d been restructured. She sensed that she wasn’t the kind of woman who would go on slaving on the night shift at the factory for ever. She might be promoted to a regular employee, or even to management. And when she was, good things were bound to happen to anyone who stuck close to her. The one hitch in the plan was that Masako didn’t seem to trust her.

When she had eaten every last scrap in the lunch container and practically licked it clean, she tossed it in the garbage can next to the sink. Then she studied the Help Wanted section she’d saved from the newspaper. On her current salary at the factory, she could never hope to pay back the mountain of debt she’d run up; in fact, it was all she could do to manage the interest. But the pay for daytime work was even worse than what she was getting now. She’d have to work eight hours to make what she made now in five and a half, so there was no point in giving up the night shift. But then she had to sleep all day. It was a vicious circle. The bottom line was that Kuniko didn’t want to admit she was bone idle. But at the same time, she was unable to bring herself to acknowledge how huge her debts had become. The interest alone was now so crushing that she had no idea whether she was even paying off the principal any more, no idea what the principal was.

In the evening, she put on her make-up and her imitation Chanel suit and went out. She needed to find herself some sort of part-time job that she could do before going to the factory at eleven thirty. A housewife who lived next door was just pulling up to the racks as Kuniko went to get her bike. She was dressed in a cheap summer suit of the sort they sold at the supermarket, and carrying shopping bags. She looked tired. They must work hard at those company jobs, Kuniko told herself, bowing slightly at her, and the woman smiled back, sniffing the air as she passed. She can probably smell my perfume, Kuniko thought, it’s ‘Coco’ today – though I doubt she has any idea about expensive scents. They were forbidden to wear perfume at the factory, but she’d be taking a bath before setting out for work.

She straddled the bike and set off clumsily down the busy, narrow street. The pub was near the next station, Higashi Yamato. There was probably no parking lot, so she’d have to go by bike, which was a drawback. What would she do on rainy days? Still, it was better than walking all the way to the station. If things went well and she got the job, she would think about moving.

Twenty minutes later she was standing in front of the pub. ‘Bel Fiore’, the sign read. She’d thought that her chances for getting the job were poor, but seeing how remote and seedy the place was, she changed her mind. She could feel her spirits rising, her heart racing for the first time in a long while.

‘Hostess. 18–30 yrs old. ¥3600/hr. Uniform rental. 5.00 p.m.–1.00 a.m. nightly. No drinking necessary.’

Recalling the details of the advertisement, Kuniko thought she might even quit the factory if she got the job. It took her a whole night of hard work making boxed lunches to earn what she’d earn in two hours here. Though she had just made a resolution to stick close to Masako no matter what, she could already feel herself moving in another direction.

A group of young men in flashy suits stood by the door with a girl in a miniskirt who seemed to be advertising the place. ‘I phoned earlier about the job,’ Kuniko said to one of the men.

‘You want to go around back,’ he said, staring at her with a surprised look.

‘Thanks,’ she said. As she walked away, she could sense that they were watching her and she thought she heard someone laugh. When she reached the spot where the man had pointed, she turned into an alley where she found a metal door with a small sign for ‘Bel Fiore’. ‘Excuse me,’ she said as she pushed it open and peered in. ‘I phoned earlier.’ A middle-aged man dressed in black was just hanging up the phone. Rubbing the deep wrinkles on his forehead, he studied Kuniko for a moment.

‘Ah, yes. Come in,’ he said eventually. His look was a bit unnerving but his voice was low and gentle. ‘Have a seat,’ he said, waving toward a sofa set in front of the desk. Trying to look confident, Kuniko sat down, keeping her back straight. The man held out a name card that identified him as the manager. He bowed slightly, but as he raised his head it was clear that he’d quickly sized her up. She was miserably uncomfortable now, but she plunged ahead.

‘I’d like to apply for the hostess job you advertised.’

‘I see. Then maybe we should have a little chat,’ the man said pleasantly, sitting down in a chair opposite the couch. ‘So tell me, how old are you?’

‘Twenty-nine.’

‘I see,’ he said again. ‘And do you have some proof of your age?’

‘Oh, I didn’t bring any with me today.’ Almost as soon as the words were out, the man’s tone changed.

‘Okay. You ever done this kind of work before?’ he asked bluntly.

‘No, never.’ She wasn’t sure what she would do if he said they weren’t hiring housewives, but the man had no more questions.

‘The fact is,’ he said, getting up from the chair, ‘the minute the ad came out we had six girls, all about nineteen, show up. We like them fresh like that; seems to be what the customers want.’

‘I see,’ said Kuniko. But it’s not just age, she thought, her spirits falling like an elevator. If she were pretty and stylish, her age probably wouldn’t matter. Age wasn’t really the problem at all, she thought, her insecurities now in the ascendant.

‘Sorry you had to go to all this trouble,’ said the manager, ‘but I’m afraid at the present time …’

‘I understand,’ Kuniko blurted out, nodding hastily.

‘If you don’t mind my asking, what d’you do now?’

‘I work part-time in the neighbourhood.’

‘That’s probably best anyway,’ he said. ‘This is hard work. The customers are spending ten or twenty thousand an hour, so they don’t like to go home empty-handed. You’re a big girl; you get my drift. They want “relief”. That’s not the kind of work you’re looking for, is it?’ The man gave a coarse laugh. ‘Sorry you came all this way,’ he said, slipping a thin envelope into her hand. ‘This is for cab fare.’ Probably a thousand yen, she guessed. ‘But just for the record,’ he added, ‘– you’re really over thirty, aren’t you?’

‘No, I’m not.’

‘Whatever you say,’ he sniffed, no longer bothering to hide his scorn.

Feeling thoroughly depressed, Kuniko went out the back door of the pub, as she couldn’t face the touts at the front again. A side street took her back to the restaurant where she’d left her bicycle, and since she was hungry and in a foul mood, she decided to go inside and use the money for a meal.

‘Rice bowl with beef,’ she ordered, then glanced around and found herself staring into a large mirror. There, staring back at her, was her own blank, homely face, perched on her own thick neck. She turned quickly away, recognising that the mirror probably reflected her true age, thirty-three. She had lied about her age to her friends at the factory, too.

Sighing, she opened the envelope. Two thousand. Not bad! Well, who cares anyway? She lit a cigarette and tucked it in the corner of her mouth. There was still some time before she had to head to the factory.

3

As Yoshie opened the door, she detected the faint smell of urine mixed with disinfectant. No matter how often she aired the house, no matter how hard she scrubbed the floor, she could never get rid of this odour. She rubbed her fingers over her eyes to stop the twitching, the result of too little sleep. Her precious few hours of rest were still hours away.

Behind the narrow, dirt-floored entrance was a three-mat tatami room crowded with an old low table, a chest of drawers, the TV, and other furnishings. It was in this small room that Yoshie and her daughter, Miki, ate their meals and watched TV. Since the room opened right on to the entrance, they were immediately exposed to any visitor who came to the door, and in the winter the room was so cold and drafty it was almost unbearable. Miki said the place was a disgrace, but in such a small house there was little Yoshie could do.

Yoshie had brought home her factory uniform to wash. As she put the laundry bag in the corner, she glanced into the six-mat tatami room through the open sliding doors. The curtains were drawn so the room was dim, but she sensed a slight movement on the futon that lay on the floor. Her mother-in-law, who had been bedridden for more than six years, must be awake; but Yoshie said nothing, standing stock-still in the middle of the room. She worked as hard as anyone at the factory, and when she came home, she felt like a worn-out rag. What she wouldn’t give to lie down and sleep, even for just an hour. Massaging her own stiff, fleshy shoulders, she looked around at the dark, shabby house.

The sliding doors to the small room on her right were shut tight, as if to exclude everyone and everything. This was Miki’s room. Until she was in middle school, Miki had slept with her grandmother in the six-mat room, but as she got older, it became impossible to force the girl to accept this arrangement. After that, Yoshie herself had moved in with the old woman, but she found she couldn’t sleep well next to her and lately the whole situation was becoming unbearable. Perhaps she, too, was getting old. Only a small area of bare tatami was exposed in the crowded front room, but she sat down there now.

She lifted the top off the teapot on the low table and found that the tea leaves from the pot she’d drunk before setting out for work were still there. She considered how much work it would be to throw them out and wash the pot, and decided it wasn’t worth the effort. She was willing to put herself out for others, but when it was just for her, it hardly mattered. She filled the pot with lukewarm water from the kettle, and then sat for a while sipping the tasteless tea and staring off into space. She had something on her mind, something bigger than the usual problems.

The landlord had told her that he wanted to tear down their old wooden house and build a nice apartment building that would be more comfortable to live in; but Yoshie was worried that it was just a pretext to force them out. If that happened, they had nowhere else to go. And even if they could come back to the new building, the rent was bound to be higher. If they had to go elsewhere, it would take an enormous sum to get them into another apartment, but they were barely getting by as it was, with nothing left over for this kind of emergency.

‘I need money.’ The thought had become something of an obsession. She had used up the modest insurance settlement from her husband’s death taking care of her mother-in-law, and now their savings were all but gone, too. She had only graduated from middle school herself and was determined to send Miki at least to a junior college, but she couldn’t see how she’d manage. Saving for retirement – that was completely out of the question. Though the night shift at the factory was hard, quitting was never an option. In fact, she had just about decided to look for a second job during the day, but that left the problem of finding someone to take care of the old woman. She was usually good at coming up with a solution, but the more she thought about it the more stymied she became.

All this made her let out an audible sigh, which drew a quick response from the sickroom.

‘Yoshie, is that you?’ came a faint voice.

‘Yes, I’m back.’

‘My diaper’s wet,’ said the voice. There was a polite hesitation in the tone, but it was still clearly an order.

‘All right,’ said Yoshie. After a final sip of the weak, tepid tea, she hoisted herself to her feet. She had long since forgotten how mean her mother-in-law had been to her in the first years of her marriage. She was just a pitiful old woman now, who couldn’t get along without her.

None of them could get along without her – when you thought about it, that was her reason for living. It was that way too at the factory. They called her Skipper, and she did, in fact, run the line. The role kept her going, helped her survive the dreary work; it was her one source of pride. But the painful truth was that there was no one to help her. Instead, all she had was her pride, goading her to keep working no matter how hard it was. Yoshie had wrapped up everything personal that mattered in a tight package and stored it away somewhere far out of sight, and in its place she had developed a single obsession: diligence. This was her trick for getting by.

Without a word she went into the six-mat room, only to be confronted by a strong faecal smell. Overcoming her revulsion, she went quietly to slide back the curtains and open the window, allowing the stench to escape. Outside, less than a metre away, was the kitchen window of an identical ageing wooden cottage. As if she knew what was coming, the housewife in the kitchen instantly slammed the window with an irritated gesture. Yoshie was furious, but at the same time she could sympathise with the woman, who must have been able to smell the invalid’s excrement since dawn.

‘Hurry up, dear,’ the old woman murmured as she shifted uneasily on the futon, apparently unaware of her situation.

‘Hold still,’ said Yoshie. ‘You’ll make a mess.’

‘But it’s uncomfortable.’

‘I’m sure it is.’ As she pulled back the light summer blanket and started to untie her mother-in-law’s nightgown, she thought how much better it would be if she were changing a baby’s diaper. She could remember getting her hands dirty while changing a baby or having the diaper leak on her clothes, but it had never bothered her. So why should this seem so filthy?

Suddenly, Yayoi Yamamoto came to mind. She still had small children; and hadn’t she just been celebrating the fact that the younger one was finally out of diapers? Yoshie could remember what a happy moment that had been. Nevertheless, Yayoi had seemed strange of late. Her husband had thumped her in the stomach, but Yoshie could imagine that Yayoi had somehow got on his nerves. She knew from experience that while it was convenient for a man to have a hardworking wife, a lazy one could also find it a nuisance. Her own husband had been like that. She thought about the man who had died of cirrhosis five years earlier. No matter how much she’d slaved for her mother-in-law or taken odd jobs to supplement the household budget, her husband had just grown more depressed.

Yayoi’s husband was probably sick of her exactly because she tried so hard. The odds were he was a selfish slob, just like her own husband had been. That was just how it worked out: the laziest men always seemed to end up with the most energetic women. Still, there was nothing to do but keep your head down and put up with it. She decided that Yayoi and she had this much in common.

She changed the diaper with a practised hand. After rinsing it out in the toilet, she would pop it in the washing machine in the bathroom. She knew she could be using disposable diapers, but they seemed far too expensive.

‘I’m all sweaty,’ the old woman said as Yoshie was leaving the room. It was her way of asking Yoshie to change her nightgown, but that would have to wait.

‘I know,’ she said.

‘But it’s uncomfortable,’ the woman moaned. ‘I’ll catch a cold.’

‘I’ll do it when I finish with this.’

‘I think you make me wait on purpose.’

‘You know I don’t.’ Her answer was civil enough, but for a brief moment she felt an urge to strangle the old bitch. I wish you would catch a cold, she thought, I wish you’d catch pneumonia and die. What a relief it would be. But she quickly suppressed the idea. What was she thinking? How could she wish away somebody who needed her? That was inviting disaster.

The alarm clock in the next room went off. Almost seven already; time for Miki to get up and on the move. She went to a nearby city high school.

‘Miki. Wake up,’ she called, opening the sliding doors. The girl, in a T-shirt and shorts, looked up sullenly, then turned away in disgust.

‘I hear you,’ she muttered. ‘But don’t open the door with that in your hands.’

Yoshie apologised, before heading for the small bathroom which was next to the kitchen, but Miki’s lack of understanding had upset her. She used to be such a nice girl and had even helped with her grandmother’s care. Yoshie knew, however, that as she grew older Miki was naturally comparing her situation with that of her friends, and she must feel embarrassed. She also knew that she could never bring herself to scold her daughter for feeling this way; in truth, she herself was ashamed of the way they lived.

Still, what could she do? Who was going to save them from all this? They had to go on living. And even if she felt like a slave, even if it seemed as though she would always be doing the dirty work, who else was there? She had to keep trying. If she didn’t, it would be all over. She needed to think of a plan, a way out … but before she did, she had to get back to work.

Miki had come into the bathroom and was washing with a new brand of cleansing foam: Yoshie could tell at once from the fragrance. She had bought it, along with her contacts and her hair mousse, with the money from her part-time job. In the morning light, the girl’s hair had a dyed-brown sheen.

When she’d finished washing the diaper and disinfecting her hands, she looked up at Miki, who was brushing her hair and studying herself intently in the mirror.

‘Did you dye your hair?’ she asked.

‘A little,’ the girl answered, continuing to brush.

‘It makes you look like a juvenile delinquent.’

‘No one says “juvenile delinquent” any more,’ said Miki, doubling up with laughter. ‘No one’s said that in years except you. And besides, everybody’s doing their hair.’

‘I suppose so,’ her mother murmured. Miki had become loud and her taste had turned garish recently, and it was worrying. ‘What are you going to do about a summer job?’ she asked, to change the subject.

‘I’ve found something,’ said Miki as she sprayed something on her long hair.

‘Where?’

‘A fast-food place across from the station.’

‘How much do they pay?’

‘High-school students get ¥800 an hour.’ Her mother was silent for a moment, absorbing the shock: that was ¥70 more per hour than they made on the day shift at the factory. Was it just being young that made them worth so much? ‘Something wrong?’ Miki asked, studying her mother’s face.

‘No, nothing. Did everything go okay with Grandma last night?’ she went on, to change the subject again.

‘She had nightmares. Calling out Grandpa’s name and making lots of noise.’ Yoshie remembered that the old woman had seemed particularly fretful before she’d left for work, whining like a baby and refusing to let her go. She’d complained about being left in the house, about being so helpless. Ever since a stroke had paralysed her right side, she’d been much meeker and quieter, but just recently the selfish, infantile tendency in her had come to the fore again.

‘That’s strange,’ said Yoshie. ‘You don’t suppose she’s getting senile?’

‘Ugh. I hope not. I really don’t want to have to look after her.’

‘Don’t say that. I need you to take care of her and make sure she’s comfortable.’

‘No way,’ Miki barked. ‘I get too tired.’ Pulling a drink carton from the refrigerator, she plunged a straw into it and began sucking. It took Yoshie a moment to recognise it as a breakfast substitute she’d bought at the convenience store, one all her friends seemed to be drinking. She could have had a perfectly good breakfast with the rice and miso soup I went to the trouble of making the night before, thought Yoshie. Her heart sank at the thought of the needless extravagance. And Miki seemed to be repeating the sin at lunch. She used to eat the lunch Yoshie put together from whatever she had in the house, but now she was going to fast-food restaurants with her friends. Where was she getting the money? Unconsciously, she’d begun to stare at her daughter inquisitively.

‘What are you looking at?’ Miki asked, turning her head and scowling.

‘Nothing,’ said Yoshie.

‘Did you remember the money for the school trip I told you is due tomorrow?’ Miki said. Yoshie, who had completely forgotten about the trip, looked taken aback.

‘How much was it?’ she asked.

‘Eighty-three thousand.’

Yoshie gulped. ‘Was it that much?’

‘I told you!’ Miki shouted, suddenly furious. Yoshie fell silent, wondering where she would come up with that kind of money, while Miki quickly got dressed and left for school. No doubt about it, she thought, feeling all the more depressed, I need more money.

‘Yoshie,’ her mother-in-law called, sounding impatient. Yoshie gathered up the diaper she’d
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