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Yui 
 

‘Yui.’ 

Hearing his gentle voice saying my name, I turn around. 

‘Sorry, were you waiting long?’ he asks, and I shake my head. 

‘No.’  

I take hold of the left hand he holds out to me. There’s something about the naturalness of his 

behaviour, so smooth it seems almost like he’s performing, which produces mixed feelings in 

me. I let go of his hand and taking hold of his arm instead, saying, 

 ‘Actually, no, this way’s better.’  

As we’re waiting at a red light to cross the street, he turns a little towards me, reaches out his 

other hand and strokes my forehead, brushing away the few stray strands of hair there. I feel a 

tremor of nervousness go running straight down my back, which makes me think of dipping 

the nib of a fountain pen into a full bottle of ink—that moment when ink seems ready to spill 

over at any minute. And yet the surface tension ensures that it remains in the bottle, the ink is 

sucked inside the pen as you rotate the piston, and the fluid level in the bottle diminishes little 

by little.  

‘Is there anything in particular you’d like to eat?’ I look up, and he continues, ‘I’ve actually 

brought some duck.’ He indicates the bag slung over his shoulder.  

‘Really? Magret de canard?’  

‘Yes. I know how much you like it.’ 

‘Hooray!’ I say with a whoop, and then ask, ‘What will we have it with?’  

‘How about we grill some seasonal vegetables?’ 

‘That sounds great. With balsamic sauce?’ 

‘Of course,’ he smiles.  

‘Amazing,’ I murmur, and lean into him. The tension that courses through me each time we 

meet has already vanished so completely that I don’t understand why it ever existed in the 

first place. We go into the supermarket outside the station, place the basket onto the trolley, 

and make our way the fruit and vegetable section, discussing our choices: 

‘Which would you rather, asparagus or sugar-snap peas?’ 

‘Oh and we should get some turnip too, right.’ 

He comes to a standstill in front of the carrots, looking disappointed.  

‘Hmm. They usually have organic ones, but not today, it seems,’ he says.  

‘It doesn’t matter,’ I say. ‘Regular ones are fine, no?’ 

‘The organic ones they have here are really good, though,’ he says. ‘Really sweet. If I’d 

known they’d be out, I’d have brought some from the restaurant.’ 
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‘I bet Fujioka would have got mad if you had. That woman’s stingy as anything, isn’t she?’  

‘Well, let’s be kind and just say she likes to economize.’  

As I’m looking at the snacks, picking up some salt-pickled squid and then spotting some 

salami and putting that in the basket too, he’s examining the saké shelf with a serious 

expression on his face.  

‘Yui, will you come here a moment?’ he beckons. When I go over, he points at a boxed bottle 

of daiginjo Ugonotsuki. 

‘The junmai ginjo will do just fine,’ I say, indicating the less expensive version of the same 

saké brand next to it. 

‘But you don’t often see this,’ he says, ‘And it won a gold medal.’  

In the end, after debating it, we go for the more expensive, boxed option.  

‘I want you to be made up of only the best ingredients,’ he says. 

‘Then you’ll be pleased to know I’ve got us some snacks that are full of additives.’ 

‘Not again!’ He casts a glance down at the squid and the salami. ‘I think they have some 

slightly better quality squid than that.’ With that, he reaches a hand into the basket and returns 

to the seafood section.  

 

‘I love talking about food with you, Yui.’ With the bag of our shopping in his right hand, he 

holds my hand with his left. 

‘I do too,’ I say, quietly. ‘It’s always been a kind of dream of mine to do this. To talk about 

food and go shopping with someone I love.’  

‘What are your other dreams?’ 

‘Well, I’d like to visit Kamakura with you.’ 

‘That’s very easily taken care of.’ 

‘And Kyoto.’ 

‘Anywhere else?’ 

‘Ubud, in Bali.’ 

I go on to list all the names of places that come into my head—Maui, Basque, Istanbul, 

Réunion—and he smiles.  

‘I’ve been to Réunion,’ he says.  

‘Really? I’ve heard the landscape there is totally amazing.’ 

‘The owner of the restaurant I used to work in took a few of us there on holiday. The 

landscape was absolutely stunning, but you get bored after a week. We went to this huge 

market in a town called Saint-Paul, which had all these fruits and spices I’d never seen before. 

That was exciting.’ 

‘There’s a station called Saint-Paul in Paris, right? Near the Bastille. There’s a fantastic 

Sichuan restaurant nearby.’ 
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‘Oh, I know the one you mean,’ he says. ‘The tiny place down a little alley, right? Wow, so 

you went there too! I wonder if it’s still there. At that time, there were hardly any Sichuan 

restaurants in Paris. I remember the first time I went, I was so overjoyed to experience true 

Asian spiciness again.’ 

‘Yes! You could choose your grade of spiciness, right, from one to five. I always went for 

four.’ 

‘I guess I was three? But I mean, it just occurred to me, Saint Paul is obviously the name of a 

saint, right? But it’s also the name of that toilet detergent in Japan.’  

‘Yeah, but that’s playing on the Japanese word for acid, right—san.’  

‘But that must be intentional, that pun. Isn’t that kind of crazy?’ 

‘It’s really bad,’ I say, lean into his shoulder and fight back a laugh.  

‘I feel like there are a few brand names in Japan like that, which are kind of unthinkingly 

inhumane.’ I laugh at this and nod, and we stop at the traffic lights.  

‘Notre plat du jour est magret de canard au miel d’acacia et vinaigre balsamique,’ he says, 

suddenly lapsing into French, and so I add,  

‘Accompagné de legumes de saison grilles.’ 

In France, I’d learned just as much of the language as I’d needed to get by for work, and then 

immediately stopped studying, so my French hadn’t evolved any further after that. Now, since 

coming back to Japan, it has slowly begun to decline. When Eito and I first met, neither of us 

would ever have imagined that we’d ever be doing this, holding hands and talking about what 

we were going to cook together. Our worlds were too far apart, and we’d always felt the 

presence of a high wall separating us. Like a chameleon in the reptile section would have 

found it hard to imagine the way life of the tapir in the corner of the large mammals section, 

way over on the far side of the zoo, so the distance between the places we inhabited had made 

it impossible to envisage each other’s modes of life. 

‘You’ve got such a good accent,’ he says, not for the first time.  

‘My vocabulary is terrible, though. I got through by just acting as if I was fluent, when I 

really wasn’t.’  

‘I think I’m probably the opposite. What with my work and my time in language school I 

actually know quite a lot of words, but my pronunciation is so bad I was always mistaken for 

a tourist.’ 

‘Have you ever heard Yukio Mishima speaking French? I was watching an interview with 

him on YouTube a while back, and it reminded me of how your French when I met you. It 

made me laugh.’ 

‘Laugh at how bad it was, you mean?’ 

‘The way you can sense you’re really making an effort, despite your bad pronunciation.’ 

‘Wow, that’s a horrible way of putting it.’ 
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‘Look, there are a ton of people who can speak good French, but there aren’t many people in 

Japan who can cook as well as you do.’ 

‘That’s true.’  

Something about the gulf between his words and the uncertainty in his voice gives me a 

sudden feeling of happiness, and I squeeze his hand. The idea that until just a few minutes 

earlier, this big, sturdy hand I am now gripping was cutting up vegetables, dissecting meat, 

removing the scales and entrails of fish, and tossing a frying pan seems impossible to 

imagine. He acts as though his hands exist only in order to hold mine. 

Back at the apartment, we open a small can of beer, halve it, and clink glasses. While he 

makes slits in the skin of the magret to season it, I peel the carrots and remove the strings 

from the sugar-snap peas. One of the strings breaks and I make a fuss.  

‘Whatever’s left I can get rid of with a knife afterwards,’ he says, as he pours balsamic 

vinegar into the saucepan.  

‘Maybe they’re not very fresh,’ I say, in an attempt to deflect the blame, tossing the strings 

that keep getting narrower and breaking off midway into the sink.  

‘Will you lick this?’ I hear him say, and I turn around to see him holding up a spoonful of 

caramel-coloured sticky sauce into which he’s just stirred the honey.  

‘Sure,’ I smile, and reach out my tongue to touch the bottom of the spoon  

‘It’s so rich,’ I say, and he smiles in satisfaction and puts the spoon into his mouth.  

‘Mm, it really is,’ he says and the next moment he’s kissing me. I wind my arms around his 

back in delight. The sweet tastes mingle together, and the more they mix, the less defined the 

sweetness becomes.  

‘Oh, shit,’ he says, pulling away and taking the fizzling saucepan from the heat.  

‘Which is more important, me or the sauce?’ I ask, clinging on to his waist.  

‘I’m only doing this so you can eat the most delicious duck in the world,’ he says.  

With his back still turned to me, he reaches for my hand and kisses the palm.  

Minutes later, the small table is set with two dinner plates, containing duck and grilled 

vegetables drizzled with a gloopy balsamic sauce, along with a bread basket full of thinly 

sliced baguette. I daub plenty of balsamic sauce onto the edge of the meat, moist with juice, 

before putting it into my mouth. The flavour of foie gras, the taste of blood, and the acidity of 

the balsamic spread out across my palate.  

‘This is so good,’ I say, already reaching my knife towards the next piece.  

‘I’m glad,’ he says, looking genuinely pleased, and puts a piece of the duck into his mouth.  

‘Ah, this turnip is really sweet!’  

‘These carrots are perfectly good after all!’ 
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So we go on, praising everything, cutting off one piece of meat after another and chewing, 

raising our glasses every few bites. The red wine mingles with the taste of the duck’s blood, 

giving the illusion that we’re drinking cups of somebody’s blood. 

‘I was always so poor when I was in France. On the rare occasion I had some money, I’d buy 

magret de canard and grill it. That was my one luxury. I liked foie gras and escargots as well, 

but you got so little of them for your money that it seemed too extravagant. I could just about 

reconcile myself to the idea of buying magret.’ 

‘Seriously? If you’d told me I could have got you some from the restaurant.’ 

‘You were on a different planet for me back then.’ 

‘It’s weird to think about that,’ he says quietly, as if he’s just remembering how it was. He 

looks as though he doesn’t quite know where to direct his knife and fork next. ‘It was the 

same for me, with you. That restaurant I was working in then would sometimes have famous 

customers like Johnny Depp and Karl Lagerfield and so on, and you were like one of them to 

me. The first time I was introduced to you I was so nervous I couldn’t say a thing.’ 

He chooses each of his words so carefully, like a strawberry farmer checking every 

strawberry to see if it is sufficiently red before snipping it off with his scissors. As he speaks, 

Eito soundlessly cuts a sugar-snap pea the size of his thumb into four neat pieces. If that is 

how we were to each other, how have we come to be doing this now? Which of us extended 

their hand to the other first, reached out across that interplanetary gulf? When, exactly, did it 

happen? My memories of my times with Eito are all vivid, but I can’t think of any particular 

moment I’d identify as the start of it all. 

 

 

‘Will you come back tomorrow during your break?’ I ask him as we’re doing the washing up.  

‘Yes, sure,’ he says with a smile, then goes on excitedly. ‘Let’s go somewhere, shall we? 

Where shall we go? We could have a picnic in the park, or go to the bookshop? Or how about 

going to buy a replacement for that bowl that broke the other day?’ 

‘Let’s go to the park you were talking about before, and I’ll make sandwiches,’ I say.  

‘It’s a deal. I’ll bring something to drink.’ 

Between the two of us there is no disagreement, no conflict of interest, no suspicion. We are 

connected simply by the fact that we love each other. Our relationship is incredibly simple 

and contented, and it feels good from my skin right through to my innermost organs. When 

we’re together, I don’t have anything to worry about. The only things that merit thinking 

about are him and me, the two of us. The idea seems dizzying.  

‘I want to do this forever,’ I say. ‘Eating amazing food, drinking great saké, and being 

together all day.’ 

‘Then let’s. I’ll cook something you love every night.’ 
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We talk about delicious food, about our exciting plans for tomorrow. When I say ‘Hey?’ he 

answers immediately, ‘What is it?’, the pleasure spreading across his face. It’s as though 

we’re living in a fantasy world, although here there aren’t even any evil stepmothers or 

heartless judges, or any dragons or orgs to come and attack us. It’s a like a prototype or 

something from an advertisement, a form of life created in order to sell something. It’s a 

world apart from the real world, put together with a beauty that’s almost violent in its 

perfection. As long as I’m here, I can live days filled entirely with happiness. If it lacked even 

a single thing, this world would not have taken form. Delicious saké, his wonderful cooking, 

the short periods of time we spend in the break between lunch and dinner services at the 

restaurant, our meetings midway between his restaurant and this house, the difference in 

height between our eyes as we walk side by side, his neatly filed fingernails—if it had been 

missing a single one of these components, not only would our world have not been complete, 

but like a snow dome without the glass, the water and the little filaments of lamé would never 

have been able to come spilling down in the first place.  

I take off my makeup and the two of us brush our teeth. We bring two glass saké cups filled 

with Ugonotsuki and sit with them on the bed. Snuggling tight into his right side, I listen to 

his anecdotes about the weird customer at the restaurant today, and about the generation gap 

he feels with Yanagihara, his chef-in-training. I’m laughing at a story about how astounded 

both Eito and his second chef Honda were when Yanagihara hadn’t known what a mille crêpe 

cake was, when he turns to me and asks worriedly,  

‘Wait, you know what a mille crêpe cake is, right?’ 

‘Yeah, I know,’ I say, smiling. 

‘You know what?’ 

‘What?’ 

‘I still find it strange that you’re here.’ 

‘I feel in a way like I’ve always been here.’ 

‘Now that you say it, I know what you mean.’ He moves on top of me, taking off my dress, 

bra, and thong until I’m lying there naked, and then starts undoing his own shirt buttons, 

starting with the top. I help him, working from the bottom button up. I take off his shirt, 

caressing his neck and then his shoulders, while he unbuckles his belt. Everything is in 

harmony. Everything is perfect, from beginning to end. When we come to the end of the day 

like this, it always surprises me—the idea that such a perfect space exists in this world. All 

the cogs fit together without jarring by even a millimetre, and the intricate perfection of it 

gives me goose bumps.  

He falls asleep naked. Lying next to him on my front with my elbows on the bed, and with 

my saké cup in one hand, I reach for my smartphone and unlock it. The weather forecast says 

it’ll be sunny all day tomorrow. He’ll probably leave for work about nine, I think. I’ll wave 
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him off, still half asleep, go back to bed and fall back to sleep again. After waking up and 

slowly putting on my makeup, I’ll boil some eggs. I’ll cut the hardboiled eggs into halves, 

remove the yolks, and mix them with mayonnaise until they form a smooth paste. I’ll cut up 

the whites into fine strips, then mix them in with the yolk mayonnaise. I’ll add in a teaspoon 

of water to make them fluffy, then season them with salt and black pepper. I’ll slice up the 

chicken ham in the fridge into little strips, cut cucumber into thin diagonal slices, and soak up 

the excess moisture with kitchen roll. I’ll take the sliced bread and spread it with plenty of 

butter, kept at room temperature to make it soft, then arrange the ham and the cucumber on 

top, and finally add mustard and mayonnaise. For the egg sandwiches, it might be good to add 

in one or two of the anchovies in the fridge, to give them a bit of kick. I’ll take the egg and 

ham sandwiches, cut into triangles, to the park for our picnic. We’ll sit on a bench in the 

shade and toast each other with cans of beer. We’ll eat the sandwiches, commenting on how 

delicious they are, and walk around the park hand in hand. I have no doubt whatsoever that 

this happy vision of mine will tomorrow become a reality. In fact, it may well that very 

certainty which gives this happiness its value. I love Eito, and Eito loves me, and tomorrow 

the two of us will spend another day just as happy as today was, a day that exists just for the 

two of us.  

‘Yui?’ he says, his eyes opened a crack, hugging my body towards him and stroking my hair. 

‘Did I wake you?’ I ask.  

‘No, I’m still eighty percent asleep,’ he laughs. I shut my eyes, and in his arms, I fall asleep 

dreaming of tomorrow’s picnic.  

 

Right now, that’s the very the happiest moment I can remember ever having.  
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Emi 
 

‘Thanks a million, Honda! I promise I’ll do the prep for tomorrow’s dinner!’ Haijima said just 

as lunch service was reaching its peak, patting Honda on the shoulder.  

‘No worries, Chef. You’ve helped me out enough times,’ said Honda, somewhat brusquely. 

There was something kind of forced about the whole interaction, as if the two of them were 

just playing their parts, but I felt like it’d be some kind of failure on my part if I showed it 

was bothering me so I just kept plying my spatula. I put clingfilm over the butter cream for 

the Paris-Brest and placed it in the fridge before directing a question at Hajima’s back: ‘Do 

you have a date, Chef?’ 

‘I do,’ Haijima replied, looking happy.  

‘Oh,’ I said, and closed the door to the fridge. I made to say something else—‘That’s great’, 

or, ‘Have a great time!’, or ‘Where are you going?’—but I couldn’t bring myself to say any of 

those things, so I opened my mouth and let my irritation take the reigns instead.  

‘I think the two of you must be out of your minds.’ 

‘Huh?’ Mr Haijima turned around with a blank expression on his face and stared at me. He 

looked like he genuinely had no understanding of what had just been said to him. It was the 

exact same look he’d given me when, just a few days previously, I’d told him I’d seen him 

with her in town. Back then, he’d thought for a second, and then said, unruffled, ‘Oh, you 

mean Yui?’ 

Now, I continued: ‘I mean, you think you’re special, right?’ 

‘Huh?’ he said again. 

‘The piffling love affairs of people like you really piss me off.’ 

Like those of a little boy watching lions mating at the zoo, Haijima’s eyes regarded me with a 

mix of awe, consternation and doubt.  

‘Don’t worry, I’m just talking to myself,’ I said, and Haijima’s look instantly shifted to that of 

a child who’s been told they can cut the string of their hopelessly tangled kite. 

‘Okay,’ he said, his face full of relief. Why was this man so ridiculously childlike, I 

wondered, when he must be into his late thirties already? An unpleasant feeling flooded 

through me, like I remembered feeling towards the boys in my year towards the end of 

primary school—a blend of resentment and hatred for the boyishness they displayed, a 

boyishness was not something that I had already lost, but rather something I had never had.  

‘Okay…’ I mimicked, then looked away and returned to my station, setting about preparing 

the tarte au citron that someone had just ordered. I knew with total clarity what was going 

through the minds of the other three in the kitchen, Haijima and Honda and the apprentice 

Yanagihara. It’s because she’s a woman, they were thinking. Or perhaps the content of their 
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thoughts was more specific—maybe she’s premenstrual, or, maybe she had a fight with her 

husband, maybe she’s on her period, what a hysteric she is—but even if that was the case, all 

of their specific thoughts were backed up by that single thought: it’s because she’s a woman. 

It wasn’t just me playing the victim, either. The Japanese food industry is still utterly 

misogynist. The truth of the matter was, I’d always wanted to work in the UK or France. The 

truth of the matter was, I shouldn’t have been here. When I’d first heard that Haijima and 

Honda had both worked for a long time as chefs in Paris and had met out there, I’d been 

shaken by a jealousy so fierce that my whole body had trembled. That was what was 

supposed to have become of me. It was for that purpose that I’d studied English and French. 

I’d worked away, gradually saving up so I could go and live overseas. Of course, regrets 

wouldn’t get me anywhere now. This was the only life that I could have lived. And yet the 

fact was, there was still some part of this reality of mine that I hadn’t fully digested. I 

supposed I could still go overseas when my son had grown up. I knew that my CV may well 

have go down better overseas than it did in Japan, and I’d heard that in France, women who 

weren’t so young any more could still find love and so on, so when Shingo was grown up I 

could get divorced, and maybe go and live over there alone. My future didn’t have to be 

wedged into this tight, suffocating world. It could open up, lead our to somewhere broader. 

Telling myself all of this was something I needed to do frequently, in order to maintain my 

sanity.  

‘Where are you going, Chef?’ Yanagihara asked like an imbecile. He was a former dropout 

with barely two brain cells to rub together, but his parents ran an Italian restaurant, and so 

he’d managed to graduate from a famous culinary school with ridiculously high tuition fees, 

and after picking up experience in a number of different restaurants he was destined to take 

over his parents’ place, without any worry or struggle. He was one of the winning team, in 

other words, whose route to success was all laid out neatly before him, and because he was 

there despite falling on the wrong side of the tracks, he carried with him an air of blithe 

relaxation, and felt no need to try and read the social interactions going on around him. In 

other words, he was an infuriating little jerk.   

‘We’re going for a picnic in a park not far from here. She’s making us sandwiches, so I’m 

taking the drinks. What do you think’s better—beer or wine?’ 

‘With wine you need cups, so maybe beer?’ 

‘Yeah, that’s true.’ Without looking, I could tell that Haijima was nodding. Popping off in 

your break for a picnic in the park—how perfectly fucking idyllic, I thought to myself. All the 

men who worked in this restaurant were basically drunk on the harmoniousness of their lives. 

Honda had been married for over a decade but still got on well with his wife and daughters, 

coming into work every day with a face like a freshly steamed sweet potato, while 

Yanagihara was thinking of proposing to the girlfriend his had since he was a student, and 
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had been asking the other day about where was good to buy a ring—asking me, no less, 

who’d had a shotgun wedding after falling unexpectedly pregnant, getting married in such a 

rush that she never got a ring at all. And now Haijima, who used to be the only single one, 

seemed to be all lovey-dovey with that ‘girlfriend’ of his.  

I didn’t know when it had all begun between them. I remembered that she’d come to the 

restaurant’s opening, three years ago now, and that Haijima had introduced her as a friend 

he’d met back in France. I’d never even suspected that they had that kind of relationship, but 

when I caught sight of them together recently, holding hands and snuggling up to one another, 

carrying a bag from a convenience store and apparently heading in the direction of Haijima’s 

house, there was no doubting that they were a couple.  

‘She’s married, isn’t she? She’s wearing a wedding ring, right?’ I could remember saying to 

Haijima after she’d come in to the restaurant a few times, and Haijima had answered, ‘Yes,’ 

quite matter of factly. And so even when I’d caught sight of them from the kitchen, making 

eye-contact or touching one another in a way that suggested a certain intimacy, I’d still 

figured that they were just good friends. Which is perhaps why, since seeing them the 

previous week walking along huddled up together, the sense of having being deceived had 

leapt up like a black flame inside me, and continued to burn away at my lungs, turning them 

black. I hadn’t, actually, been deceived in any way. Even if the owner and head chef of the 

restaurant where I worked was having an affair, it was no betrayal of me personally, and it 

was also quite possible that this Yui character had got divorced and was now a free woman. 

They could do what they wanted. I knew—I knew that I was directing the anger I should 

rightfully have for my husband at Haijima. To distract myself from this uncomfortable truth, I 

threw the bowl noisily into the sink. I could feel the three men behind me tensing nervously. 

The strain in the air was so hard to take that I let out an extravagant sigh.  

 

 


