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[image: ] CHAPTER 1 MY EX-BOYFRIEND’S FAVORITE BUTTER CHICKEN CURRY

Of all places he could’ve dumped me, he chose to do it in a love hotel. A love hotel!

Lying down in bed, I struggled to stifle a sob.

I didn’t want to hold back. I wanted to bawl my eyes out. I wanted to howl and wail and let out every sound I had inside of me with so much intensity that you would be able to actually see the emotions pouring out of my mouth. But instead, I bit my lip. I had to save what was left of my dignity.

And that was because Kyohei Takanashi—the jerk who’d just broken up with me—was lying on the other side of the bed, purposefully leaving enough space so that an adult could have fit between us. He was facing away, so I couldn’t tell if he was fully asleep. There was no way I could let him know that he had broken my heart. Whatever I did, I wasn’t going to let him feel sorry for me.

Grabbing the charging cable by my pillow, I drew my phone toward me and checked the time under the covers. My eyes were burning from the tears, and the blue light didn’t help. It was already two in the morning. I had been in bed for at least thirty minutes, but I was never going to sleep. Instead, my nose began to run as a new flood of tears spilled from my eyes.

Taking care not to disturb Kyohei, I gently stretched my arm over to put my phone back. At that moment, my fingers touched a plastic wrapper. It was an unused condom.

Had he planned on it? He must have put it there for us. If only I had known. If only…

I felt a surge of emotion I couldn’t decipher: Regret? Shame? Whatever it was, it welled up inside of me, as the tears kept coming.

It wasn’t that I really wanted to sleep with him and was frustrated we hadn’t. It wasn’t that. I just… I’d just thought that he was the one I’d marry. That there would be no one else for me. But our love, which had lasted four years, had come to an abrupt and humiliating end. On a hotel bed far bigger than necessary, our relationship shattered to pieces and vanished entirely.



It smelled like a mix of spices, and I thought of the time I had made butter chicken curry for Kyohei. He’d put away three whole bowls of it in one sitting, and I’d called it the “Kyohei curry” ever since.

I guess I won’t be making that ever again. But wait… why am I smelling curry right now?

I opened my eyes. I could see the grain pattern of a wooden table and realized I had been sleeping with my face down. I groaned in pain as I struggled to lift my head and get my bearings. I noticed I was sitting on a comfortable sofa, and that I had a splitting headache. It felt as though my head was being crushed and ground up in a stone mill. My vision was blurry, and bits of mascara fell off my lashes as I rubbed my eyelids.

Where am I?

There was nothing familiar about the place. It looked as if it might be a café. There was an antique cuckoo clock and a small TV to my left. Coffee cups and books, as well as a snow globe, were mixed among a collection of antique items on the display shelves. A dusty smell—that smell you can only find inside old buildings—and the subtle scent of curry filled the air.

Looking around, there was only one other customer. The place was small, with four seats at the counter and a few tables with their own sofas, which allowed for seating another eight people.

“You’re awake.”

A crisp male voice came from behind me. I cradled my aching head with my hands as I finally sat upright.

“I’m sorry, I can’t remember—wow, you are gorgeous! Oh, I didn’t mean to say that out loud.” Embarrassed, I covered my mouth.

The man’s well-defined nose was as sharp as a right-angled triangle, and he had big double-lidded eyes. His facial features worked in perfect harmony, neither too close nor too far apart from one another. It was like all the qualities of every good-looking man on the planet had been brought together to create the epitome of beauty. The navy blue sweater he wore even complemented his skin tone.

“Actually, it’s not the first time you’ve called me gorgeous.” He laughed.

“What? Are you sure it was me?”

“You really don’t remember?”

I really didn’t remember any conversation I’d had with this man. I did have a slight recollection of leaving the hotel at eight in the morning. I was going to get the train, but changed my mind after seeing too many happy couples on board. Since I had taken the day off to spend it with Kyohei, I didn’t want to go home and do nothing. So, deciding that it was a good idea to drink it all away, I went into a twenty-four-hour izakaya bar, ordered a shochu on the rocks, and downed it. And that was the last thing I remembered…

I reached into my pocket to get my phone.

“Why is my phone screen smashed?”

“Again, you said that exact same thing earlier,” the man said.

He radiated so much charisma, it hurt my eyes to look at him. I felt a little dizzy as his dazzling smile pierced through my cocktail headache like a laser beam. The way he smiled was so incredibly charming that, if he had been born a few centuries ago, he would have been some kind of legend. A mural would’ve been painted in his honor and named The Secret Treasure of the East.

I tapped my phone, relieved to find it still working despite the big crack on the screen. It was noon.

Noon?! Has it been that long?

There were apparently more blanks to fill in than I’d hoped.

“Excuse me,” I called out to the man, “where exactly am I?”

“You’re in Sangenjaya.”

“Are you kidding?” I stood up and stepped outside.

Please tell me he’s joking.

“Wait, where are you going?”

It was not a neighborhood I recognized. I glanced over to a poster on a utility pole that showed the address: Taishido, Setagaya.

I was indeed in the Sangenjaya area.

Seriously? I walked all the way from Shibuya to Sangenjaya?

It explained why the bottoms of my feet were hurting so much. I gazed down and scanned myself, suddenly realizing how messy I looked. There was a patch of soy sauce on my dress, and a tear in my tights ran from my toe to my thigh. A Hello Kitty bandage covered my grazed knee (I obviously didn’t remember how that happened). I had splurged on a new pair of pumps for my date night with Kyohei— spending precisely 39,800 yen—but the heels on them were now completely worn out.

Wondering what it was that had made me come to this place, I turned around to take a good look at the café.

Its name was Amayadori—“taking shelter from rain.” Although ironically, judging from the run-down exterior of the building, I was pretty sure that the roof would leak. The name of the café printed on the awning had faded so much that it was barely legible. The door, the front step, and frankly everything else about the building was thoroughly worn out. As I stared at the tired, tatty wall, something about it reminded me of my great-grandfather in Kagoshima—an image of the age spots on his skin floated into my mind. A chalkboard sign near the entrance read: Our most popular dish! Lunchtime Special Curry—1,000 yen, which explained the smell inside.

The good-looking guy joined me outside.

“You walked through the door shouting, ‘This shabby little place is exactly what I need right now! I’m in no state to go anywhere fancy!’ Then you yelled, ‘Hey, gorgeous! Bring me a beer, please!’ You seemed to be having a great time, but then you fell asleep with your head down on the table pretty quickly. Not that I minded… we didn’t have any other customers anyway.”

“I am so sorry,” I said, completely mortified. Not only had I barged in drunk, I had demanded a beer in a café. I bowed repeatedly to express my apology.

“Really, I am so sorry—wait, I think I’m going to be sick…”

“Take it easy, don’t move your head so much. Why don’t you go back inside and rest a little longer?”

This man was a national treasure. If this was a normal day, I would’ve been thrilled to encounter a man this hot who was actually nice to me, but under the circumstances, the whole situation made me feel all the more ashamed. I desperately wanted to crawl into a hole.

“You should eat. Let me make you something.”

“Thank you for being so nice to me.”

I learned that the handsome man’s name was Iori Amamiya and that he was the manager of the café. As I sobered up, I noticed how tranquil the place was, and it dawned on me that I was single-handedly responsible for ruining the café’s serene atmosphere. I felt terrible.

Noticing the customer sitting at the end of the counter, I silently apologized, picturing myself kneeling down and bowing to him. The man was well-built, had a shaved head, and wore glasses. He was dressed in a samue, so I wondered if he was a Buddhist monk. He was eating a plate of curry, oddly pairing it with an ice cream soda—a green, melon-flavored drink topped with ice cream—while reading a paperback book.

I gulped my water down to wash away my misery and nausea. A melting piece of ice slid down the back of my throat like a flattened marble.

I sighed.

My thoughts drifted to Kyohei. Did he have water when he got home? He was never good at keeping himself hydrated—he would easily go the whole day without drinking water unless I reminded him. Then I remembered about the Contrex mineral water subscription I’d signed up for after he told me that the results of his annual health checkup showed some concerns.

He’ll be fine; he has that water at home. But maybe I should message him and tell him just in case…

I reached for my phone. As if on cue, a notification popped up on the screen. It was a message from Kyohei, and I jumped up in panic as my phone vibrated in my hand.

Sensing that the man with the shaved head was staring at me from the counter, I quickly sat back down.

Taking a deep breath, I opened the message.


I’ve packed up your things. I’ll post them to you later.

I’d appreciate it if you could cancel all subscriptions under your name ASAP.



After this businesslike message, he sent a sticker—the one of a bear with beads of sweat dripping from its downcast face.

“What is this?”

Why would you send me that sticker? You’re not even the sticker-sending type.

We had sent numerous messages to each other over the last four years, so I knew all about his style. Most of the time, he opted for an exclamation point. When I suggested that we both purchase one of those paid stickers so that we could match, he said no. He said he was too embarrassed, and he never changed his mind about it.

Anyway, I knew that I wasn’t supposed to worry about his health. I wasn’t part of his life in that way anymore. But… didn’t we just break up yesterday? No—it happened in the early hours of the morning, so technically, it was today. We even ended up sleeping in the same bed because we both missed the last train. It had only been a few hours since we parted ways.

Were you that desperate to break up with me?

Did he hate me so much that he wanted all my stuff gone, as soon as our relationship ended? As he packed my things into cardboard boxes, did he not think about getting back together? Not once? Not even a little bit?

It felt as though the apologetic bear sticker was some kind of official stamp that announced he was “Never Coming Back.” My crying had subsided as I slept, but now a wave of fresh tears came flooding back.

I knew that there was no point in me crying, but I had no control over it. It was as if my emotional brakes were broken.

Oh, God. Everything in my view was filtered through Kyohei: the coffee cups, the bathroom sign, the plants outside the window. I had gained the ability to link the most random things in the world to a memory with Kyohei.

Don’t do it, I chided myself. I had already come into the café drunk and passed out. If I burst into tears now, it would just make me weirder. I didn’t want to cause any more inconvenience.

I opened my eyes wide to stop them from welling up. I knew that if I blinked, my eyelashes would push the teardrops out like a windshield wiper, so I stretched my eyes as open as they would go. My plan was to stay like that until my tears dried up.

“Oh.”

The shaved-headed man and I locked eyes. He looked frightened, and I suspected this was due to my eyes. The paperback he was holding slipped out of his hand and hit the floor with a flop.

I felt the need to apologize immediately. “I’m sorry. You must be creeped out by me.”

“Excuse me?”

“First, I caused a disturbance by walking in drunk. And now I’ve suddenly gotten all teary. I’ve never even come to this café before. You think I’m a freak, don’t you?”

“Oh, umm… I never said that.”

“I’ve always been like this. I get all emotional and lose control. My boyfriend used to tell me off for it. Is this why people think I’m needy? What do you think?”

“I’m not really in the position to—”

I hauled myself onto the barstool next to him and picked up the man’s book.

“Hold on, why are you sitting down?”

I handed it back to him.

“He used to take me out to classy restaurants almost every week,” I continued, barely taking a breath. “He sent me chat messages daily and told me I was pretty and that he loved me. But recently, he hadn’t said any of those things. At first, I thought he was having a tough time at work—he’s a salesman and has targets to hit. I thought, well, I want to be the one who’s there for him, you know? So I started leaving meals for him in his fridge and surprised him with full-course dinners even if it wasn’t a special occasion. I made a huge effort, even mentioning three nice things about him every day, but do men consider this kind of behavior a nuisance?”

“Umm… are you still drunk?”

Crap. Talking about it made me well up again. I pressed my eyes with a tissue.

“Was everything I did in vain?” I said between sobs. “Was I just being clingy?”

“How should I know? Iori, this lady is—hey, will you help me out here?”

A thought occurred to me, and I retrieved the agnès b. paper bag that I had been lugging around with my handbag. Something about this man had put me at ease. Perhaps it was his monk-like look. I suddenly felt the urge to let out the resentment that had built up inside of me.

“Please, look at this,” I said, as I pulled out a gift-wrapped box from the bag and presented it to him.

“Umm, okay…”

“I got these for Kyohei’s birthday. It’s a pair of couple’s watches. Is it clingy, do you think? The set cost me sixty-seven thousand yen. Does that make me seem needy? I did consider splashing out on a pair of Cartier watches, but I didn’t want to overwhelm him with such an expensive gift. So I held back, you know? It’s not exactly extravagant, considering we’d been together four years, don’t you think? Is there something wrong with my perception of things? What does the Buddha say?”

“I don’t believe the Buddha would ever gift couple’s watches.”

“Right. Well, if the Buddha doesn’t even know… I guess it is what it is.”

“But—” The monk-like man scratched his bushy eyebrows uncomfortably and muttered, “Generally speaking, that is not an inexpensive gift. And the fact that they are a matching set… well, I suppose that would probably put you in clingy territory.”

“I knew it!” I scratched my head vigorously. What part of our relationship had I done right? Where had I failed? I was getting more and more confused. The man tried to take back his words, telling me not to listen to him, but the sound of his mumbling now seemed far off.

All I could think about was the fact that I had spent four whole years—no, it was much longer than that. Twenty-nine years… I had lived twenty-nine years thinking the way I behaved was the best way to keep a man, and that was just…

“Nwaahhhh!” I exclaimed in frustration.

“Hozumi, go easy on her, will you?”

I looked up. It was Iori. I guess the man I had been moaning to was called Hozumi.

“You should never drink on an empty stomach. Sorry to serve you leftovers.” In graceful gestures, Iori laid down a plate of a classic chicken curry on the table.

As soon as I saw it, my heart dropped. Unwanted images came rushing back.

Crap.

I had an extensive collection of Kyohei’s expressions stored in my brain, and so many of them were curry related. That face as he gleefully filled his cheeks with curry. Him telling me, It has a real kick to it today! with beads of sweat forming on his temples. His bed hair as he had his second serving of morning curry. I could simultaneously play back hundreds of different Kyoheis in my mind.

“Is everything okay? Do you not like curry?”

“Oh, no, that’s not it. It looks delicious.”

Calm down, I told myself, and gripped the spoon.

You just got dumped in a love hotel. You are drunk. You still have a throbbing pain in your head. You are not calm right now. You are the opposite of calm. You know more than anyone that nothing good can come of a situation like this.

I was reminded of the time when I found myself rejected by the hundredth company I interviewed with during my shukatsu, that grueling period of job-hunting for soon-to-be graduates. The next thing I knew, I had dumped my phone and flown to India. Thinking that I had gone missing, my brother filed a report with the police. It was total chaos.

I weighed my options. I could be heartbroken and hungry, or heartbroken and not hungry. Neither of them was going to take away my pain, so I decided to go with the less unpleasant one. The latter was still the lesser evil. At least on a physical level, I would feel better if I ate something.

Scooping up a heaped spoonful of curry and rice, I swallowed it in one bite.

“Huh?” I choked out.

“Is something wrong?”

“Oh, no. It’s just… maybe my stomach is upset.”

Dodging the nice manager’s gaze, I poured myself a cup of water from the pitcher and downed it. Then I chugged another cup.

I attempted another bite.

What… is this?

Watery and tasteless. I couldn’t smell the slightest bit of spice. I wondered if I could even call it curry—it was more like hot water with a little bit of flavor.

To put it simply, it was disgusting.

I had made a disastrous curry once. Kyohei was going to come over to my place, so I had gotten all worked up and prepared it the day before, but I miscalculated the seasoning ratio. I had to remake the whole thing in a hurry, and— I’m doing it again! Stop thinking about Kyohei! I willed my brain to turn Kyohei autoplay off.

“Do you not like it?”

“Oh, no! It tastes… wonderful!”

“Really? I’m glad to hear that.”

Oh, no. Now he thinks I like it.

But what other choice did I have? He had been an angel to me. It wasn’t as if I could stare into his smiling face and say, “Actually, it’s disgusting.”

Glancing over to my left, I saw that Hozumi had finished his glass of ice cream soda. He had also polished off his plate of curry. In fact, he had tucked into it as if it were a perfectly normal thing to do. I recalled the chalkboard sign outside, which confidently advertised the curry as their “most popular dish.”

I took a deep breath in an effort to compose myself as the world around me began to spin, my heart racing faster and faster.

Then a dark thought rose up in my mind.

What if it’s me and not the curry? It can’t be my palate… can it?

After thoroughly blowing my nose out into a tissue, I tried another mouthful. It still tasted strange.

Seriously? Are my taste buds having a meltdown?

My dad used to run an izakaya bar back home in Kagoshima. As a young child, I helped out, and often did the cooking at home, too. Naturally, I became pretty confident in the kitchen. Give me thirty seconds, and I will have sliced half a cabbage end to end into perfectly julienned strips.

But come to think of it…

When I was in my third year of elementary school, our izakaya went out of business. It was my dad who’d shown me the ropes. I’d lived my entire life believing everything he taught me about cooking.

What if Dad’s palate couldn’t be trusted in the first place?

What if… both my dad and I had driven the izakaya out of business with our poor palates and bad cooking? Then, still under the guise of ignorance, I invented my own signature curry, and served it to Kyohei with so much confidence that he felt compelled to say that he enjoyed it even though it was horrible.

Kyohei’s words from last night mixed with the smell of the curry and clung to my skin.

“To be honest, I’ve known for a long time that I needed to have this conversation with you. But when I looked at your face, I could see how hard you were trying for me. I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I’m sorry.”

When he’d said “delicious,” had he really meant it?

Was he really “having fun” when he told me so?

What about his “I love you”s?

As my thoughts spiraled, memories flooded over me, the what-ifs and maybes multiplying and sticking clammily to my body. I wished that I could escape to India. I wished that I could pass out again.

“I couldn’t help but overhear your conversation earlier. Are you going through a bad breakup?”

As I lifted my head, Iori settled down next to me. Crossing his long limbs, he sipped his coffee elegantly.

“Could you be any more direct?” Hozumi said scoldingly.

“Well, at a time like this, the best course of action is to let it all out to someone.”

“Let it all out?”

“After all, only three things can heal a broken heart: empathy, time, and revenge,” Iori said, holding up three fingers.

“Empathy, time, and revenge…”

“Uh-huh. They say ‘time is the greatest healer,’ which I guess isn’t untrue. In my experience, though, it takes at least six months to get over the person who dumped you.”

“Did you just say six months?!”

I have to live with this pain for six whole months?

My headache worsened immediately.

“The question is, how will you get through those six months? To be able to fight pain, you need the empathy of others. Once you start believing that there are other people who share the same emotions as you, that’s when you finally start to feel like maybe you can move forward. So, tell me your love story.”

Iori rested his cheeks in his hands and smiled softly.

“Your words are as beautiful as your face,” I said.

With Iori’s kindness, my heart began to feel a little soothed. I wondered what I’d be doing if I hadn’t found this café. I imagined myself holed up at home, alone and weeping.

“Well… I’m pretty sure once I start talking, I won’t stop. And I will very likely bawl my eyes out. Are you sure about this?”

Iori let out a chuckle. “Sure. Why not?”

Suddenly, a smell that reminded me of smearing ink came wafting over, and it began to drizzle quietly.

At least the sound of rain will mask some of my sniffling, I thought.

I normally hate the rain. But at that moment, I felt a little grateful that it was there.



“So you were together for four whole years, and then you got dumped at twenty-nine? Well, that explains the drinking.”

Iori was a great listener, and I had practically given him my entire life story.

He now knew that my full name was Momoko Yuuki, and that I was from Kagoshima. I told him that I worked for a company that operates a restaurant chain, and how its culture was so toxic that employees were always leaving. To make up for the worker shortage, I had to take over the manager role for multiple restaurants. This made taking the weekends off almost impossible, but as it was Kyohei’s birthday yesterday, I’d played every card I had in my deck to get myself out of the shift for two days. Because of the unexpected turn of events, my weekend was now wide open.

“I think the number of I-forgots is proportionate to how uninterested a person is,” I said as I choked down the curry. I had started to get used to the flavor and had almost persuaded myself that it was growing on me. “I forgot to call. I forgot our anniversary. I forgot Christmas. I forgot your birthday.”

“Birthday is a tough one.”

“Right? Gradually, the number of I-forgots increased, and his excuses got less and less convincing. Then, over time, he just stopped making excuses.”

And I got better and better at saying, “Well, there’s nothing you can do about that,” as if I really meant it.

“Birthdays, I can take. I can’t blame someone for forgetting my birthday if they were completely snowed under at work. Forgetting birthdays is forgivable—let’s just say so. But how… how on earth does someone forget New Year’s?” I struck the table with my fist.

Just a few months ago, as we drew closer to the end of the year, I tried to get ahold of Kyohei, but no matter how many times I contacted him, he didn’t reply. I was worried sick that something had happened to him. Then on New Year’s Day, he wrote back, “Sorry. I didn’t realize that it was New Year’s Eve.” He had the nerve to use that as an excuse.

“How could anyone living in Japan possibly forget New Year’s?” I asked.

“True. You’d have to be living under a rock.” Iori gave a dry grin.

“Maybe he was working overnight on New Year’s Eve?” Hozumi suggested.

“But I saw that he had liked a post by a pizza place announcing a New Year’s deal. It wasn’t that he had forgotten New Year’s itself.”

This seemed to startle Hozumi, and he fell off his chair.

“Are you okay?” Iori asked.

“Other people can see your likes?”

“Of course they can,” I responded.

Hozumi’s glasses had slid down his face. Pushing them back up, he continued his questioning. “Is that because you are an especially clingy person, and therefore you know a special trick that gives you the power to check other people’s likes?”

“How rude! Anyone can see other people’s likes!”

I showed him how to check the likes and Hozumi’s face turned pale; he started to tremble and scrolled furiously on his phone, mumbling something to himself.

“Hozumi, are you—”

“Let’s just leave him be,” Iori cut in. “Please continue.”

Ignoring the awkwardness that now filled the air, I carried on.

“Anyway, stuff like that kept happening, but I couldn’t bring myself to say anything about it. And then yesterday, on Kyohei’s birthday, we were finally able to get together after a month of not seeing each other.”

We had a dinner date at a fancy restaurant, and we both got a little tipsy. I was relieved, thinking that nothing had changed between us after all. I accidentally-on-purpose missed the last train, which then led us to spending the night in a hotel.

As I remembered, I felt a deep pain in my chest.

There was a huge bed in the hotel room. I went to wash first. I put on my emergency skincare and lingerie I had thrown into my bag “just in case.” I had also packed an atomizer containing my Chloé perfume, but I thought better of it. I didn’t want to come across as desperate.

After bathing, Kyohei sat down on the bed with his legs crossed, rubbing his hair dry with a towel. I threw my arms around him and kissed him gently.

The spark has not faded, I thought.

My heart was beating faster and faster.

Kyohei sighed quietly.

“But then he said to me, ‘Can it wait till tomorrow?’ ”

It was the moment my intuition told me everything I needed to know.

“Oh…” Iori covered his face with his slender hands. “That must have hurt. That must have really hurt.”

“To be honest, I kind of thought last night would be our chance to get back on track. I was hopeful that he had planned on doing it, too.”

“Sorry, what do you mean by ‘doing it’?”

“You know…”

It seemed that Hozumi wasn’t following. Iori began to whisper something into his ear. Furrowing his brow, Hozumi looked dead serious as he listened. Eventually, his cheeks turned pink.

“Oh, right,” he said bashfully, and pushed his glasses up with his finger.

“It wasn’t like I was sexually dissatisfied. That wasn’t the point.”

This isn’t about sex. It’s not about sex at all.

“I took it as a direct sign that he didn’t love me anymore. We hadn’t seen each other for a whole month, yet he didn’t even try to touch me. A healthy man in his twenties who hadn’t slept with his girlfriend for a whole month wanted to wait ‘until tomorrow.’ I lost all hope at that moment. It felt like I was now officially worthless as a woman.”

I wondered if I had overshared, given that we’d only just met, but they were such generous listeners that the words kept pouring out.

“I didn’t know what was going on in his mind—he didn’t say he wanted to break up or tell me if there was any part of me that needed to change. I didn’t have the slightest clue as to how to make things better. I couldn’t cope with the pain of being neglected without any answers. I thought that if he told me straight what he wanted, it would end my suffering.”

A teardrop fell into my spoon and formed a tiny puddle.

“I couldn’t take it any longer, so I said, ‘If you don’t love me anymore, maybe it’s better to end things.’ I told him I didn’t want to waste any more time on someone who wasn’t interested in me.”

It was an ultimatum. I had vowed never to declare the words that I had held back, even though they had been on the tip of my tongue for the last four years.

“Did you want him to say it wasn’t true?” Iori asked gently.

I had wanted Kyohei to say, “Don’t be silly, I love you, I’m just tired today.” I’d wished he would pat my head and squeeze my hand. That was all I had wanted.

Was it, though?

“I admit there was a part of me that wanted him to feel hurt, at least a little.”

I set my spoon down and pressed my eyelids with a tissue. I had wanted to look immaculate on my last morning with Kyohei. All of my carefully applied makeup was now melting away.

“He knew I was hurting but pretended not to notice. We never had a real conversation about it—he evaded the topic, and that bothered me constantly. I was far from a perfect communicator myself, though. When Kyohei was busy, I played the role of the independent girl—the solitude-embracing woman I wished I was. I was too proud to tell him how I really felt.”

So, no matter how disinterested Kyohei behaved, I acted grown-up all the time. Even when he was being cold or turned me down.

But as we fell into this pattern of unspoken issues, anger started to boil up inside of me.

The stuff that I’m angry about concerns both of us, so why are you acting like that, like you seem to think that showing emotion is a childish thing to do? This is about us! Of course we should get emotional! How can you look at me like this has nothing to do with you?

Why is it that I can never cause you any pain?

“I suggested breaking up, hoping to see the pain in his face. For once, I wanted to be the cause of his anguish. I thought, if I could see him like that…”

It was a one-sided relationship. He would ignore my messages, leaving me on read for three days. When he finally did reply, it would just be a sticker.

I’d wait another three days before sending a harmless message like: It’s freezing today! Don’t catch a cold.

Even if he kept treating me this way, I would have been okay with it, if I could catch even the smallest glimpse of pain in his eyes. “I’m awful, aren’t I?”

It seemed that they were at a loss for words, and we all fell silent for a moment.

“That’s pretty normal, actually.” Iori took a sip of his coffee and said quietly, “What did he say after you laid down that ultimatum?”

“He told me that he had been trying to get me to dump him. He wanted me to break up with him, because he couldn’t bring himself to talk to me about it. He said he ignored my messages on purpose, pretended to forget important occasions so that I’d get the hint.”

Kyohei proceeded to apologize. In a feeble voice, he told me how sorry he was for all the mixed messages. He kept his head lowered, didn’t even look me in the eye. I wanted him to cry, at least a little, but he didn’t. I never saw a single tear.

“No part of him looked hurt. He was emotionless, calm. That was hard to take.”

“How can I say this… he’s not exactly a player, is he?” Iori said.

“That’s what I liked about him.”

Kyohei was a live-in-the-moment kind of guy, taking each day as it came. Like an innocent child, he was oblivious to his surroundings. He wasn’t the romantic type, but there were times when he tried to do something sweet, just to make me happy. I wanted to feel those butterflies again. I kept holding on, waiting for that version of Kyohei to come back.

“Suddenly, it was two in the morning. I would have preferred to keep arguing until sunrise, but we ran out of things to say to each other. In the end, we slept on opposite sides of the bed and parted ways at around eight o’clock.”

When I rolled over, I saw that Kyohei’s back was about two feet away from me. Until a moment ago, I could have reached out and touched his back. But now, he wasn’t mine to hold anymore.

If I hadn’t said, “Do you not love me anymore?”

If only I had said, “You’re tired, I understand.”

Then maybe I would be running my hand over his back right now.

A million could-haves floated above the bed, going round and round in circles all through the night.

“I can’t stop thinking about what I did wrong. Did he think I was needy? I tried not to seem like it. I made sure I waited at least an hour before replying to his messages, even if I was dying to write him back. I really, really tried. I would have liked to tell him I loved him more often, but I held back so as not to scare him.”

I thought about all the unsent I love yous I had deleted.

Even this morning, when I knew that we weren’t going to see each other again, I still couldn’t look him in the eyes and tell him I loved him. Instead of telling him how I felt, I waited and waited for him to suggest starting over.

“I love him. I’m in love with him.”

I felt a cold sensation on my cheeks. Droplets of tears trickled down my jaw and merged with my curry.

“I loved him. I loved everything about him. If things were going to end like this, I should have said it more.”

If I had, would I have no regrets?

I was scared—terrified—of being myself. I constantly thought about what it meant to be the perfect woman that he would desire. I wanted to be the good girlfriend. I spent all my effort trying, and this was where I ended up. I had turned into an overthinking idiot.

Kyohei never truly opened up to me, because I was so concerned with covering up my own flaws.

I struggled to control myself. Belatedly feeling embarrassed, I wiped my under-eyes with the sleeve of my dress and forced down the remaining flavorless curry.

When Kyohei said that my curry was delicious, he was probably just being polite. Maybe he had already been trying to find the right time to break up with me.

My hand gripping the spoon paused.

An image of his face appeared before me.

“This is the best curry I’ve ever had in my life!”

He ate a second helping, then another—he kept going until there was nothing left in the stockpot. When he realized he had demolished several days’ worth of curry in one night, he smiled as though he didn’t have a care in the world.

Had his smile been genuine, though?

“Maybe some ice cream will cheer you up,” Iori offered.

I needed to find out.

“Umm… My curry…”

“Huh?”

Of our four-year relationship, how much was true? How much was a lie? How much of it did I get right? How much of it did I get wrong?

I can’t trust anything anymore.

The question came blurting out: “Will you try Kyohei’s favorite curry?”

“Who?” Iori asked.

“You.”

“Me?”

“And him, the gentleman who looks like he belongs in a temple… it’s Hozumi, right?”

This seemed to catch Hozumi off guard. He spat out his water and sent himself into a coughing fit.

“Me as well?”

“I need more than one tester for the result to be credible.”

“Oh, well, I do have to get back to my training…”

Wiping his cheeks dry with a handkerchief, Hozumi slowly got up from his chair.

Iori grabbed him by the shoulders.

“Hozumi.” He smiled, bringing his face close to the tip of Hozumi’s nose. Iori’s delicate lips formed the most perfect curve, as if they belonged in a makeup ad. “You wouldn’t leave me here alone now, would you? That would be bad karma, wouldn’t it?”

Hozumi wrestled out of Iori’s grip and adjusted the collar on his samue.

“I’m just a customer here…”

“Please.” I bowed to them. Not only had they let me take a rest here, but they had also let me go on and on about my breakup. And now I was demanding that they try my curry recipe. I knew I was asking a lot.

“Please. I promise to pay you both back for this. I’ll come back to apologize properly. I’ll bring a box of sweets with me, too. Oh, and money. I have plenty of cash. I even have a fixed-term deposit account—”

I need this.

“Okay, okay. Tell me what you need.” Iori let out a sigh and made his way to the kitchen.

Pulling the fridge door open, he checked its contents.

“We have chicken and onions. Write me a list of anything you’re missing. I’ll run to the store.”

He handed me an apron and a notepad.

“Are you sure?” I asked.

“It’s too late to turn back now; I might as well see it through. Besides,” Iori said with a somewhat lonesome grin, “you need to let your heart break completely when the opportunity arises, or else you’ll lose your chance to heal properly forever.”



Three plates of curry were neatly arranged on the table. A creamy, buttery curry infused with spices. As a finishing touch, I topped the dish with a sprinkling of dried parsley.

“P-please, go ahead,” I said. I swallowed hard, fixing my gaze on Iori and Hozumi.

They said, “Itadakimasu,” to show their appreciation before reaching for their spoons.

I watched them dig into the curry and rice as I rubbed my sweaty palms on my dress. When I tasted it earlier, it was good. I liked it for sure. The question was, would they?

Once Iori had swallowed his mouthful, he widened his eyes. “It’s amazing!”

“It is?”

“It’s really good. It’s pretty spicy, but it’s somehow still mellow. I love the flavor.” The corners of his eyes crinkled as he smiled.

“I can tell you spent a lot of time perfecting the recipe for your boyfriend. Hozumi, didn’t you already have my curry earlier? You must have been really hungry to devour a second plate.”

Hozumi, who had been shoveling the curry into his mouth, stopped momentarily. “To be honest… I am trying to get rid of the aftertaste from your curry, Iori.”

“Eh? That’s not nice.”

“Did you try tasting your curry today?” Hozumi asked.

“Oh… no.”

“I think you added too much water. It was really runny.”

Iori darted into the kitchen and tasted his curry. A look of disgust appeared on his face. He put the lid back on the pot. “I thought I had properly followed the recipe. The one I made yesterday was fine.”

“Maybe you got careless because I would be the only customer eating it?”

The two continued to argue nonchalantly.

So… Iori made an error when making the curry? There’s nothing wrong with my taste buds?

I drew my interrogative gaze closer to them.

“So it’s good?”

“Yeah.”

“It’s delicious.”

“You’re not just saying that because you feel sorry for me, are you?”

Showing me his near-empty plate, Iori asked, “Does it look like we feel bad?”

“Well, that’s a relief…”

My cooking isn’t bad!

I stared at the ceiling and exhaled. The tension that had built up inside of me dissolved.

“I am so, so glad.”

Feeling a wave of relief, I flopped onto the counter.

“Were you that worried?” asked Hozumi.

“I had started to think that everything about the last four years was a lie.”

My doubts had made me wonder whether every time Kyohei smiled, said he loved me, or told me he was having fun, it was because he felt that he had to.

“I don’t know what the truth is anymore,” I said. “What I do know is that I was running around in circles the whole time, like an idiot. But I can now believe that there were times when he was honest with me.”

I was on the verge of tears again. Worried that the two men were fed up with my crying, I wiped my eyes on the sleeves of my dress.

“It’s Momoko, right?” Hearing a quiet voice, I lifted my gaze. It was Hozumi, who had finished eating. Dabbing his mouth with a napkin, he continued, “Have you heard of shikuhakku?”

“Shiku… hakku… Do you mean the idiom?”

My mind went blank at the unexpected question. Where is he going with this?

“It’s originally a Buddhist term,” Hozumi explained.

Iori exclaimed, “Look at you, showing off your Buddhist knowledge! You know, he doesn’t just look like monk, he is a monk. And believe it or not, he went to the University of Tokyo. He used to work for a corporate trading house, you know.”

“Please shut up.”

Iori smirked and carried on teasing him. He explained that Hozumi was a trainee monk at a nearby temple called Seizanji and that he had become a regular at Amayadori, where he got his daily fix of ice cream soda.

Hozumi cleared his throat and continued bashfully.

“Anyway, I was saying, in life, we encounter many kinds of suffering, like disease, aging, or having to be with someone you dislike. In Buddhism, these unavoidable sufferings experienced by humans are categorized as shikuhakku, or the four sufferings and eight sufferings.”

I had never heard about the origins of the idiom.

“The reason I decided to become a monk is because I learned that life itself is one of these sufferings. In other words, living life is also a suffering.”

“Life itself is a suffering?”

“Yes. Life is difficult as it is. Everything you go through in life, like trying to avoid being hated or getting hurt, is a struggle. But you threw yourself into a relationship and put everything you had into getting the person you loved to love you back. You even perfected your own signature curry.”

Hozumi gently placed his hand on the rim of his empty plate.

“You’re doing something extraordinary. You’re fighting shikkuhakku. You said that you were going round in circles like an idiot, but there’s no need to beat yourself up like that.”

“Hozumi…” I said.

“What a nice thing to say,” Iori added.

I did struggle. I was always thinking of Kyohei. I couldn’t push him out of my head, that was how much I loved him. It was proof that the love was real. Even if I wasn’t great at it, and things didn’t go as I wanted, I had faced the battle. I had faced life.

Just then, a sudden burst of energy filled up my body, and I felt the urge to get on my feet.

“I feel like…” Blood rushed through my veins, shuttling back and forth between my heart and my brain. “I’ve reached nirvana.”

“Huh?”

“All my resentment is melting away, like I’m… enlightened!”

I rose from my chair.

Iori and Hozumi stared up at me with their mouths wide open.

“Hozumi, would you mind doing a little Buddhist chant now? Like ‘Namu Amida Butsu’ or something?”

I knelt down and presented my hands before him. I’m ready!

“Actually, that chant belongs to a different sect than mine, so I can’t help. Besides, that’s not how Buddhist chants work.”

“Right, okay. Then can you say something like ‘Rest in peace, ex-boyfriend’?”

“That would make it seem like your ex-boyfriend is dead.”

“You’ve ruined it now. I was so close to getting rid of my resentment…”

“What exactly do you think Buddhism is?”

Dammit.

I had thought that if I kept the momentum going, I’d feel better about everything, and I wouldn’t have to suffer anymore. I’d wake up tomorrow morning and be completely over Kyohei. Imagine that! But it wasn’t going to be that straightforward.

Iori, who had been silently observing the conversation, suddenly spoke. “Recovering from a breakup isn’t that easy. But listen, Momochan, I have a better idea.”

“Oh! What is your idea?”

“To get back at your ex.”

“Get back at him…”

I recalled his words from earlier, that the three rules of healing a heartbreak were empathy, time, and revenge.

“You mean to take revenge?”

“Exactly. You were so passionately in love that you even invented the most authentic, delicious curry. Yet your ex couldn’t accept your love. Isn’t that kind of annoying?”

“It… it is.”

“So,” he said enthusiastically, lifting the corners of his mouth into a bright boyish grin, “why don’t we add your curry to our menu?”

“Huh? Add it to the menu…?”

“Here’s what’s going to happen,” Iori theorized, raising his forefinger. “Your curry is going to be the new dish on our menu. And it’s going to become so famous that people are going to wait hours in line for it.”

Iori winked, as if to say, You know what’s going to happen next, don’t you?

My curry will get famous… and then…

“Kyohei might hear about it!”

Iori nodded.

“The curry will become legendary,” I continued, “and it’ll be featured on TV as ‘the number-one dish in Sangenjaya’! And then it will turn into a collab with 7-Eleven, and be sold as one of those boil-in-a-bag curries all over the country. Right?”

“I wouldn’t go that far, actually,” Iori conceded.

“And six years later… Kyohei will walk into a store and purchase it unknowingly.”

I had gotten so animated, I thought my heart was going to leap out of my chest.

“She sounds like she’s preaching,” Iori directed to Hozumi.

“The ‘six years’ part makes it oddly realistic,” Hozumi commented.

“Kyohei will take one bite of the curry and gasp. He recognizes the flavor! He will examine the package and is astonished when he sees a certain name printed on the bag. And that is because the name belongs to his ex-girlfriend from six years ago!”

Iori chuckled. “Has she completely lost it?”

“Manager Iori! Please let me work here!” Rising to my feet, I offered him my hand.

“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you,” Iori replied.

I felt a cool sensation on my palm as Iori shook my hand. It was a deal.

Hozumi watched us with a cold look on his face. “Iori, does this have anything to do with the kitchen staff position you’ve been trying to fill?”

“I—I don’t know what you’re talking about. Of course not!”

“I heard you saying on the phone that your sales were not great.”

“Were you eavesdropping? Now, that’s a dirty habit,” Iori said. “As soon as I tasted her curry, I knew Momo-chan was a talented chef. Besides…”

“What?” I asked.

“I have another interesting idea.”



One month had passed.

“What is this, Manager Iori?”

“Do you like it? I made it myself. Pretty impressive, right?”

“You’re missing my point. What on earth is ‘The Ex-Boyfriend’s Favorite Recipe Funeral Committee,’ and why is my name on it—as the president?”

Having successfully resigned from my company, I had been looking forward to making a fresh start during my first day at the café. But when I arrived, I was taken aback to see a prominent poster pasted onto a chalkboard at the front of the café:


The Ex-Boyfriend’s Favorite Recipe Funeral Committee Heartbreak stories and memory-filled ex-boyfriend (or ex-girlfriend) recipes wanted!



“Since you’re now officially a member of the staff here, I want to be honest with you.” Iori looked dead serious as he spoke. “Modestly speaking, I have an incredibly good-looking face, do you agree?”

“Umm…”

Was he like this before?

“With a man as beautiful as me running this café, it should attract more customers, don’t you think?”

“I wish I could deny your theory, but I have to agree. I would expect it to attract lots of women.”

As usual, Amayadori was dead silent. Its backstreet location wasn’t exactly ideal for attracting passersby.

Once you were inside, it had a lovely atmosphere. Its vintage charm was certainly appealing, so why wasn’t it getting more customers?

“So that is where the problem started!” Squeezing his fists, Iori spoke fervently. “The women start to become regulars. All of them. Some come to lunch every single day, and others sip ice cream sodas at the counter while spilling out their relationship troubles to me.”

“That sounds great.”

“But then, the more I listen, genuinely trying to help, their interests start to shift… toward me. They turn to me and say affectionately, ‘If you were my boyfriend, I would never need to feel this way…’ ”

Right.

Everything made sense now. It explained how he had become such a good listener.

“That’s a nice problem to have.”

The bell on the door made a dull sound, and Hozumi entered, mumbling angrily to himself.

“They don’t even know what this greedy guy is thinking. They’re better off coming to Seizanji temple. I could offer them much better advice…” He headed straight to the far end of the counter and sat himself down.

Iori glanced at him and continued. “Once they’ve opened up to me about their relationship troubles, ninety-nine percent of the women fall in love with me. I always turn them down—it wouldn’t be right to date customers. It normally ends with them screaming at me, ‘You led me on!’ before storming out of the café crying. And that’s how I ended up with this.”

Iori removed his phone from his pocket and held it out. Hozumi and I peered into the screen, which showed Google reviews of Amayadori: The manager is a jerk. I’m never going back. Don’t let this man deceive you!

A stream of insults followed. They were hands down the worst reviews I had ever seen.

“Wow,” I said. “The average rating is 1.8. How did you get one hundred and five one-star reviews? Even a rural dentist with a bad reputation can do better.”

“I never intended to lead them on. I was just offering my best hospitality.”

“I didn’t know handsome men had these problems.”

“Well, I can see that you’re definitely still hung up on your ex, and you’re a bit of an oddball, so I don’t need to worry about you falling in love with me.”

“Did you just call me an oddball?”

“And, oh!” Iori beamed. “Your name has been added too, Hozumi!” He pointed to the poster.

“Huh?” Leaping out of his chair, Hozumi took a closer look.

“I’m relieved that you’re so willing to be involved,” Iori said. “I can’t thank you enough.”

I also took a good look at the poster. “Oh! He’s being serious. It says: President—Momoko Yuuki; Burial—Hozumi Kuroda.”

“But I don’t want to be involved,” Hozumi objected.

“That won’t be possible. I’ve already handed out the flyers, and it starts at ten o’clock on Friday night.” Iori picked up a flyer and waved it around. The same logo from the poster was proudly displayed.

“Ten o’clock on Friday? But it’s Friday today! We can’t start today!” I cried.

“I’m sorry, but this will determine the survival of this café. My role in the Ex-Boyfriend’s Favorite Recipe Funeral Committee is to listen to people’s stories. Momo-chan, yours is to empathize with them. Hozumi, your duty, since it’s kind of your line of business, is to ‘bury’ their resentment for good. We’ll get the customers to share their heartbreak recipes, and we’ll add them to our menu. We’ll be killing two birds with one stone.”

It felt a little bit as if we were being coerced into the whole thing, but I supposed it made sense. Kind of.

“If our café becomes famous, Brutus might even want to do a feature on us,” Iori whispered into my ear.

Brutus magazine? Well, well… that didn’t sound too bad.

Iori drew himself closer to Hozumi’s ear and muttered something. Knitting his brows, Hozumi paused for a while. Then he let out a sigh, as though he had relented.

“Two glasses a day, and we have a deal.”

“You want two free drinks a day?”

“No, two free ice cream sodas.”

“That’s a lot of ice cream soda.”

“I can’t help it. Training as a monk requires an inordinate amount of energy.”

“That’s your excuse?”

Watching their exchange, I burst into laughter.

Gentle drops of rain began to fall. I stepped outside to lay out the doormat for wet weather. In doing so, I noticed that the chalkboard sign had been rewritten.

On the front, it read:


New dish!

My Ex-Boyfriend’s Favorite Butter Chicken Curry



On the other side, it said:


Now Open

The Ex-Boyfriend’s Favorite Recipe Funeral Committee



The wound in my heart was still open and painful, and I regularly thought about Kyohei. But over the past month, little by little—and I mean teeny tiny steps—I was starting to feel more ready to live with my scar.

I turned the sign so that customers could see the committee’s details. The first gathering would be held that night.
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