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      Tokyo has twenty-three wards (ku), all unique in their own right, like New York City’s five boroughs or Paris’s arrondissements. I’ve lived in eight ku: Bunkyo, Minato, Edogawa, Suginami, Shinjuku, Nakano, Shibuya and Nerima. Nine if I count all those boozy all-nighters in Toshima-ku back in the 90s. Now I call Nerima home, with my Japanese wife and our two lovely kids, not to mention five undying goldfish foisted upon us one by one annually by the preschool, and each intended as a lesson on how fleeting life can be.

      Our house has three bedrooms upstairs, a kitchen-dining room and a living space downstairs, two toilets, a deep Japanese-style tub, a loft, a balcony, and a narrow parking spot out front, plus a wide view of trees and shrubs on a sharp slope out back.

      Not quite a month after we’d moved in, the Tokyo metropolitan government decided to expand the neighborhood’s landslide hazard zone to include my property. A stout, rumpled man was dispatched to break the news, and did so without registering so much as a hint of concern for resale value or my exorbitant mortgage, on which my signature’s ink surely still had its sanguine sheen. This was rotten, obviously. I remember rambling about, dumbstruck for days, gazing at random objects with my eyebrows screwed into a question mark. How dare they! I felt powerless—a kind of despair that infects with rancor too many of us gaijin who’ve lived here long enough.

      My wife tends to shrug off matters involving some authority yanking the rug out from beneath her. Like lots of Japanese, she’ll invariably adopt the shoganai mindset—an ah-well surrender to the notion that most of life’s setbacks cannot be sidestepped with any grace. Cut from the same cloth as c’est la vie and que sera sera, but without the blithe breeziness, shoganai functions almost as an inviolable principle for skirting around issues which actually can be helped. Sure, it can reflect positive thinking. Like seeing the pointlessness of crying over spilled milk or whatever. On the other hand, shoganai is a crutch, I believe, for the apathetic and the pusillanimous. Shoganai is why public demonstrations these days seldom amount to anything more than a smattering of overcivil activists. Feeble voices bleating out at a vast metropolis, tens of millions strong in its shoganainess.

      For some, the shoganai mindset can be lunacy-inducing. Take me, for example. I stew when I hear it. Then force myself to swallow, because I must. Japanese society requires this of me if I am to remain here. So I’m obliged—no, duty-bound—to treat this house in its new hazard zone as an albatross I cannot escape. Put differently, I have no choice but to bend over and let my ass be zoned off. Oh, well, I mustn’t grumble. What good would that do, right?

      I push on only after I’ve convinced myself that it’s not Tokyo to blame for the millions of yen I stand to lose. This I do to tolerate the city, to survive it. I lob my grudges as far as I can, beyond Tokyo and all of Japan. It’s Trump’s fault, I tell myself, and Putin’s and Xi’s. It’s their emissions-heavy policies driving up the temperature. Take them away and we wouldn’t be getting pounded by this new type of localized downpour—guerrilla rainstorms, as the Japanese call this symptom of our feverish globe.

      These hammering downpours inundate the streets in Nerima-ku, turning them into gushing, frothing watercourses. A hillside or a valley wall can only hold so much water. Too much, and it’ll rupture. Before the world got warmer, the slope behind my property was deemed safe, in that the earth at that inclination could never be washed down on us by rainwater. But now with the guerrilla rainstorms it’s steep enough to pose a risk. In the direst of circumstances, tonnes of guerrilla mud could wash away my family in a house I’ll never sell at a fair price anyway.

      The defiant cry: Not by the hair of my chinny chin chin! But not me, my friends. For this is a fight I could never win. Shoganai.

      That’s not even the kicker, though. There’s something wrong with the house itself, what my wife and I call the toast ghost—a sobriquet for a cluster of peculiar incidents which would give the kids nightmares if we assigned it a name truer to its nature, like house-devil or hell-sprite or what have you.

      The first such anomaly occurred less than a week after we moved in. Everything that would ever be unpacked had been unpacked, and the rest left in boxes, shoved into our sweltering closets and never to be heard of again. It was August, and as you may know already, Tokyo midsummer is murderous. The air’s as thick as potage, sultrier than anything I’ve experienced in the tropics. And now with the humidity comes the guerrilla rains. In desperate need of an air conditioner for a bedroom upstairs—the previous owners had taken theirs with them, the bastards—we headed off to the electronics store and picked out a dinky Toshiba unit powerful enough to cool or heat a six-mat room (roughly nine square meters, or a little less than one hundred square feet). They’d send a couple technicians to install it, and because this involved a little construction, including a hole straight through a wall, the job would take three to four hours to complete.

      I’d been in Japan twenty years by then, long enough to have absorbed a lifetime’s worth of panty-thief stories. Every few months there seemed to be another headline: Man Scales Wall for Undergarments, Man with Stolen Panties Flees Police, Man Breaks into Home for Lingerie. So when my daughter’s underwear vanished from the balcony, my mind went immediately where Japanese tabloid culture had trained it to go.

      You can probably see where I’m going with this. Yes, two middle-aged guys wearing tool belts (and clothes of course; they weren’t just wearing tool belts) came with the ductless air-con, piping, and a ladder. I was at my office, not at home, so it was my wife who led them upstairs, where they promptly got to work. She left them to it and returned to our kids downstairs. A technician then went outside to set up the ladder. His task was to fix the piping to the outer wall while his coworker carried on alone upstairs in the bedroom. We use our balcony, at the back of the house, for hanging clothes and linens to dry. Without a ladder handy, or a grappling hook on a rope I suppose, the balcony can only be accessed via the second-floor hallway. I should add that if the technician were to move the ladder around to the back it would not go unnoticed by my wife who, for the entire time they were on the property, had an ample view of our slim backyard through the first-floor sliding glass doors and the windows.

      It wasn’t until a few hours after they’d finished up and left that she made the discovery. A pair of my daughter’s underwear was missing from our multi-clip hanging drying rack.

      Apart from my wife and those workmen, no one had been up there. So it was immediately clear we were the victims of an underwear fetishist. Possessed by urges so irrepressible, he’d been compelled to act out, just a floor above my children. He must’ve slipped outside onto the balcony, presumably while his partner was on the ladder, and pocketed those pink stripes.

      Imagine if a neighbor had spotted him picking through our laundry. What defense could he possibly offer? In short order, the other guy would give him up. Like us, he’d figure out fast that any claim of joint innocence on their part was untenable. That to us, to the store, and to the police, it would be plain as day that one or both of them had committed this depraved act.

      That evening I cursed all of Japan. An archipelago of degenerates, I declared. From its northernmost point of Cape Soya all the way down to Hateruma Island. Sometime later, after I’d managed to bring the shock and anger down to a low boil, I started wondering if I might have overlooked some clue. Deep down, I questioned whether this was actually a case not of them, but of me somehow—a contaminated perspective, perhaps, or prejudiced lens.

      Recent typhoons had packed enough ferocity to tear crows’ nests from tree branches. I’d come across several on the ground—jumbles of twigs usually, but at least one structurally reinforced in chaotic postmodern style by wire hangers in an assortment of colors. Crows, after all, must rebuild too, and they’re notorious for pilfering man-made materials from Tokyo balconies. Could the culprits have been corvids?

      There was also the front door lock to consider, which we hadn’t gotten round to changing. Not once had it crossed our minds that the previous owners might enter with an unrelinquished key. They didn’t seem the type. The woman was chatty, chirpy, and even-tempered with her two rambunctious daughters. On the face of it an all-around exemplary mother. Her husband seemed rather timid, and gave off an innocuous vibe. He did have a shifty eye, though. Nystagmus it’s called, when the eyeball all at once appears confused and jiggles about twitchily, from side to side in his case. I was on a tour of the house when I met him, and out of the corner of my eye I noticed his jerking about. I was careful not to look at him directly. He seemed to be exerting every effort to bottle up a panic attack; a direct glance might embarrass him or make his ordeal worse. Later I wondered whether dark thoughts might have set off his peeper. Or a glitch in the nerves, perhaps betraying a psychopath’s poker face. I shuddered at the thought and told myself he was probably just an ordinary Joe with a wobbly eye.

      Not long after the underwear disappeared, after days of vacillating between shoganai and indignation, my wife and I at last reached out to the police. Two officers came by for a look-see, for what exactly I’ll never know. They then agreed to send a patrol car from time to time to check on the neighborhood. How was this not already standard procedure? Did “from time to time” mean throughout the day or throughout the month? I didn’t bother asking, frustrated as I was. Neither seemed interested in revisiting our suspicion about the technicians. And with no physical evidence, they weren’t about to race over to the electronics store and grill their staff about a child’s missing underthings.

      Next came the bug spray incident. There it was—a big can, longer than my forearm—standing loftily atop our dusty dish cabinet. Not a totally outlandish spot for her or me to place an insecticide, but the thing was that neither of us had put it there, or even bought it.

      This wasn’t some generic kill-whatever-crawls agent; it had been formulated specifically for exterminating kemushi. These “hairy” caterpillars pop up in puddle-like clusters or parades on sidewalks, or as indolent mobs in roadside bushes. Their spiky, purportedly toxic fur is a source of terror for my daughter and her girlfriends. One touch, they say, brings about burning inflammation and hives. They tell me these pernicious little pests shed on windy days and, like tiny poison-tipped spears, the hairs fly on the breeze and pierce your skin. And yet, despite our dread, neither my wife nor I could recall ever wanting to go on the offensive with chemicals. We just aren’t the pesticide type, preferring repellents over total eradication.

      Around that time, my sister-in-law had spent a weekend with us, sleeping on the guest futon in our living room and helping out with the kids. We asked if she had given us the spray and forgotten to mention it. To her the notion was absurd. Her expression said it all: Who gives bug spray as a gift?

      Then two more possibilities bubbled up. First, my wife (or I) had gone to the garden center and in fact bought kemushi spray while picking up other items and without really noticing. Then afterward, and again in a state of distraction, she (or I) ignored the garden shed where the other chemicals are stored, placed it on the cabinet instead, and later let it slip from her (or my) mind. People forget doing things, we assured each other. And whatever suspicions we may have harbored were hushed by a need to accept whatever had happened and move on.

      The forgetful one couldn’t have been me, obviously. Failing to remember, or rubbing out, such a sequence of tasks seemed impossible. How could I possibly forget browsing the shelves and then paying for the product, and then later reaching up and placing this oversized can on the cabinet? And there were all those steps in between: reading the label specifications, in Japanese no less, unbagging the item, then committing some thought to deciding where it should belong. In my wife’s defense, she wouldn’t dream of spending a single yen on killing a mere insect. A waste of money, to her, even if she were touring Leiningen’s plantation.

      The previous owner of our house—the one with the eye—skulked once more into my thoughts. Had he paid a visit while we were out or asleep? But then why leave bug spray? The only motive I could come up with was this: His wife wore the pants and held the purse strings, and she had moved them without allowing her husband any say in the matter. Unbeknownst to her, he held a deep affection for the house, or had some form of objectophilia. Distraught and unable to resist such urges to be with his house, he would stand in the shadows, watching at night with his quivering eye, longing to be inside once more.

      Okay, so my imagination runneth over, but you get the point. The bug spray could have been the bizarre threat of a madman. And we were pests inhabiting his beloved. An infestation as noxious and abhorrent as kemushi. Which also meant he’d be back. More concerning, though, was that he might commit some savage act in the throes of bitter dispossession.

      So my wife suggested a dog—something yappy to alert us to intruders. I slept on the idea but then decided against it. I’d been saddled with work at the office and had no time for walks in the morning. What’s more, a decent puppy costs half a million yen in Tokyo. I told her if she really wanted a dog, she should pay a visit to the animal shelter. But she wasn’t receptive to the idea of bringing one of those animals into our home, fearing it would be psychologically damaged and retaliatory over past abuse by other humans.

      Motion sensor lights—her plan B—would do the trick, I agreed. And at only three hundred yen apiece, we could afford to ring the house with them. Every wall would get three, so no matter which angle he approached, at least one would be set off. We figured the lights would freak him out so much that he would scurry back into the darkness. This, now that I give it more thought, was optimistic. Anyone nuts enough to plant bug spray in another person’s kitchen wouldn’t give a rat’s ass about setting off lights from the bushes.

      Now, on the subject of rat’s asses, I must add that the sensor lights came with their own troubles. We felt secure the first night, as if little eyes were everywhere watching out for us. We hadn’t tested them out beforehand; we simply placed our trust in their “robust design” and “above-standard functionality,” as stated on the box, and to our futons upstairs we went. The second night, we realized something was wrong. The lights kept turning on, sporadically. We caught each flash between curtain cracks and through the frosted kitchen window.

      Rats, as well as masked palm civets, Japanese raccoon dogs, and three species of snake, all skitter or slither by our house. This we knew already. What we didn’t know was that these creatures went by so frequently. Our house looked a bit like a flying saucer, rimmed, as they are, with spectral lights.

      With a tennis racquet poised to strike, I went outside to check who or what was circling our place. The darkness yielded nothing.

      Eventually the lights simmered down, dulled from spending their solar energy. Then a few days later they started falling off the walls. The adhesive foam tape on their backs had melted in the record-breaking heat. I reaffixed the ones that were still a little sticky, only to find them on the ground again even dirtier than before.

      The condom pushed us further into uncertainty, and should have been the final straw. Yet there was no way we could afford to move someplace else. We were stuck and had to face it. But what were we facing really? A quandary we couldn’t get our heads around, and for which no matching solution could be determined.

      The condom, spent and mucilaginous, was discovered on the bathroom floor by my daughter. My wife and I never use them, but the night before I had been out with friends and come home late, which made me the key suspect. It seems pointless to insist here that I was not having an affair, even though I wasn’t. But bringing a used condom home for my children to find? No, never. Equally ludicrous was the idea that I might have worn the thing all night, and then into the shower, only for it to slip off without my noticing. I might forget I’m still wearing glasses, or even a balaclava, but a tight rubber around my member—fat chance.

      We usually open the bathroom window a crack so the humidity can get out. It’s barred on the outside and faces our neighbor’s wall. Sidling through the space between the houses is difficult for a normal-sized adult. The kids were able to get through once. Draped in cobwebs, they reappeared on the other side with a look in their eyes that said that once was enough. It’s plausible, I suggested, that a skinny perv had reached between the bars to drop off his load. But my wife didn’t really buy that either.

      The more I thought about it, the more I figured the sheath had indeed been transported home on me. On a sleeve maybe, or the back of my trousers. Then it switched places, affixing itself to my skin as I undressed for the shower. The sticking part sounds far-fetched, I know. But I remember years earlier, while swimming near Enoshima, I surfaced from a dive convinced a jellyfish had glued itself to my forehead. To my horror, it turned out to be a used condom.

      For weeks afterward I inspected every inch of the bathroom, wary of what else might turn up.

      There was other strange stuff. A curtain we closed every night would be wide open when we woke. Broken balloons—red, green and yellow—were scattered outside the front door. A lipsticked cigarette butt was left on the wooden stoop out back. The garden hose tap was left running a dozen times. And out of my bedroom drawer I pulled a pair of briefs with a crotch hole big enough for a bowling ball to squeeze through. This wasn’t a tear, mind you, but a plate-shaped excision—an absence of material rather than a split, as if Mothra had eaten out my gitch. There were also footsteps in the middle of the night, which at first I assumed were my wife’s slippers shuffling across the living room floor. She’d gotten up for a witching hour glass of water, I thought, or a tinkle. (She’d been sleeping with the kids in another room.) “Were you up last night?” I asked her four or five times that September. Nope—she’d slept straight through, except for the one time, when she too had heard footsteps but figured they were mine.

      Then in October, during breakfast, she asked why I’d toasted bread at two a.m. I remember laughing nervously. The question threw me off. I’d known her for about twenty years and on none of those 7,000-plus nights had I gotten up to make toast. I rarely eat toast in the day for that matter. Her question was so out of place it almost felt like an indictment. Was she gaslighting me? Had it all been some vile ruse? The machinations of a crafty spouse to . . . achieve what?

      That year I’d seen both the 1944 film Gaslight, with Ingrid Bergman and Charles Boyer, and the 1940 version, starring Anton Walbrook and Diana Wynyard. A woman is psychologically manipulated (gaslighted) by her foreign (and thus parasitic) husband by way of repeatedly asserting that her memories are false, her perception faulty, her sanity in the balance—all to tip her over the edge so he can score a handful of jewels hidden in the house. In this story, there is motive. In my case, however, it wasn’t clear why my wife would want to drive me mad. She might’ve had enough of me. Others had in much less time. Or was it for life insurance money? How cliché, I thought, and it’s not like she’d get much if I croaked. I told myself she wouldn’t dare take the risk.

      Still, my paranoia was very real. I frizzled in it. Then went so far as to question whether it might have been me who had been gaslighting her. That all along I had been unaware of my doing it, because I’d gone nutty, or was possessed by an evil spirit. And that all I could do was wait till one of us cracked all the way.

      The toast ghost struck for the last time in November. The distinct smell of toast spread through the house. It was so strong it jolted me out of sleep. It was as if a whole toasted loaf had been set down on a platter downstairs. In an instant all my other senses came online. My heart pounded with confusion and fear. There were no footsteps, or none that I could hear. I opened the door and saw a silhouette—a shape in the hallway, leaning over the half wall. From what I could make out, it was peering down into the near pitch-black stairway. When my eyes adjusted, I saw it was my wife. The smell of toast held us there stiff. It was flowing or swelling up from below, a thickening presence with us in the darkness. There were no toaster bells or butter knife scrapings. The children were sound asleep. My wife looked at me, expressionless and very tired. Unable to provide an answer—and wanting desperately to—I felt my throat tighten and an emptiness open in my gut. Neither of us moved or said a word. If it were something tangible, we would respond accordingly. Nothing had prepared us.

      We waited for the source of the toast odor to make itself known, to make sense. Then, just as the phantom smell had permeated our home, it faded, until soon not a trace of it lingered.

      She gave me a weary nod. I did the same, I imagine with less assurance. And I watched her go back into her room and without a sound close the door. I stood in the hallway for a few minutes more, staring absently into the dark.

      absently into the dark.

      I would like to include here that I stayed put, to make sure we were all safe. Or that I searched the whole house for intruders, human or otherworldly. The truth, though, is that I went back to my futon and fell back to sleep.

      Nothing so strange has happened since, to our knowledge. I still look for answers, even as the slope behind our house threatens to slide, the mortgage looms, the laundry hangs from the balcony, the house creaks in the heat, and the toast ghost seems to always be somewhere out there. Shoganai, whether I like it or not.
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