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Part One



1

From late summer to early spr�ng the next year, I l�ved at the Mor�sak�
Bookshop. I spent that per�od of my l�fe �n the spare room on the second
floor of the store, try�ng to bury myself �n books. The cramped room barely
got any l�ght, and everyth�ng felt damp. It smelled constantly of musty old
books.

But I w�ll always remember the days I spent there. Because that’s where
my real l�fe began. And I know, w�thout a doubt, that �f not for those days,
the rest of my l�fe would have been bland, monotonous, and lonely.

The Mor�sak� Bookshop �s prec�ous to me. It’s a place I know I’ll never
forget.

When I close my eyes, the memor�es st�ll come back to me so v�v�dly.
 
It all began l�ke a bolt of l�ghtn�ng out of the clear blue sky. No, what
happened was more shock�ng than that, more shock�ng even than see�ng
frogs ra�n�ng from the sky �n a downpour.

One day, H�deak�, the boyfr�end I’d been go�ng out w�th for a year,
suddenly blurted out, “I’m gett�ng marr�ed.”

When I f�rst heard h�m, my m�nd was f�lled w�th quest�ons. Now, �f he’d
sa�d, “Let’s get marr�ed,” I would’ve understood. Or �f he’d sa�d, “I want to
get marr�ed,” I st�ll would’ve understood. But “I’m gett�ng marr�ed” was
just we�rd. Marr�age, after all, �s a covenant based on mutual agreement, so
grammat�cally the sentence was completely wrong. And what about the
casual way he sa�d �t? It was so brusque. The tone of h�s vo�ce was exactly
the same one he would’ve used to say, “Hey, I found one hundred yen on
the s�de of the road.”

It was a Fr�day n�ght �n the m�ddle of June. We were hav�ng a n�ce
d�nner together after work at an Ital�an restaurant �n Sh�njuku. The



restaurant was on the top floor of a hotel, so we had a beaut�ful v�ew of the
c�ty at n�ght, all the gleam�ng neon l�ghts. It was our favor�te spot.

H�deak�, who was three years ahead of me at work, was someone I’d
had a secret crush on from the day I started. Just be�ng together made my
heart bounce �ns�de my chest l�ke a trampol�ne. That n�ght was the f�rst t�me
we’d been alone together �n a wh�le, so as I drank my w�ne, I was �n an
espec�ally good mood.

But then . . .
W�thout th�nk�ng, I repl�ed, “Huh?” I thought maybe I had m�sheard

h�m. But he repeated what he’d sa�d, matter-of-factly. “So, �t looks l�ke I’m
gett�ng marr�ed next year.”

“Marr�ed? Who’s gett�ng marr�ed to whom?”
“I am. To her.”
“Huh?” I was st�ll puzzled.“Who’s she?”
And then, he says the name of a g�rl �n a d�fferent department of the

company—w�thout the sl�ghtest h�nt of gu�lt �n h�s vo�ce. She had been
h�red at the same t�me as me, and she looked so pretty that even I wanted to
wrap my arms around her.

Compared to her, I was taller and more ord�nary-look�ng. I couldn’t
understand why he’d even cons�der gett�ng �nvolved w�th me when he was
go�ng out w�th someone as pretty as she was.

When I asked h�m, he sa�d they’d been together for two and a half
years. In other words, they’d been together even longer than we had. Of
course, I had no �dea that he was w�th anyone else. I never suspected �t. I
never cons�dered the poss�b�l�ty. We’d kept our relat�onsh�p a secret at the
off�ce, but I had just assumed that was to avo�d mak�ng th�ngs awkward for
others at work. Yet, from the very beg�nn�ng, I was never h�s f�rst cho�ce, I
was just someone to fool around w�th. How d�d I not real�ze that? E�ther I
was slow—or there was someth�ng off about h�m.

Anyway, the two of them had already met each other’s parents. The
engagement g�fts would be done next month. I felt d�zzy. It was as �f a
monk had rung a temple bell �ns�de my head. I could almost hear the gong.

“So, hav�ng the wedd�ng �n June would be great, r�ght, but she d�dn’t
ask, and now, of course, �t’s too late for th�s year, wh�ch �s why . . .”

I sat there �n a daze l�sten�ng to the words com�ng out of h�s mouth.
Then, I muttered, “Oh, that’s good.” Even I was surpr�sed by what I’d sa�d.



“Oh, thanks, but you know we can st�ll see each other somet�mes,” he
sa�d w�th a b�g sm�le. It was h�s usual sm�le—how sport�ng of h�m. He
d�dn’t have a care �n the world.

In a melodrama th�s would’ve been my moment to get up and throw my
w�ne �n h�s face. But I’d never been good at express�ng my feel�ngs l�ke
that. It’s only once I’m alone, mull�ng th�ngs over, that I can f�gure out what
on earth I’m really feel�ng. And bes�des, the temple bell r�ng�ng �ns�de my
head was gett�ng too loud to th�nk.

St�ll �n a daze, I sa�d goodbye to h�m and went back to my apartment
alone. And when I f�nally rega�ned my presence of m�nd, I felt a sudden
wave of gr�ef come over me. Far more than anger, I felt gr�ef. A gr�ef that
was so v�olent, so �ntensely palpable, that I felt l�ke I could reach out and
touch �t.

Tears poured from my eyes. It felt l�ke they would never stop. But no
matter how much I cr�ed, I couldn’t seem to get a hold of myself. I hadn’t
even turned on the l�ghts. I just collapsed �n the m�ddle of the room,
sobb�ng. The dumb thought popped �nto my head that �f only all these tears
were o�l, I’d be r�ch, but �t was so dumb that �t made me cry more.

Someone help me, I thought to myself. I was ser�ous. But I couldn’t
ra�se my vo�ce. I couldn’t do anyth�ng but cry.
 
After that, �t was just one awful th�ng after another.

Because we worked �n the same off�ce, I had to keep see�ng h�m no
matter how much I hated �t. And he kept contact�ng me as much as ever,
wh�ch was excruc�at�ng. And to make th�ngs worse, I was always runn�ng
�nto h�s f�ancée �n the breakroom and the cafeter�a. Whenever �t happened,
she would greet me w�th th�s rad�ant sm�le, and I couldn’t tell whether or
not she knew about us.

Before long, my stomach refused to take �n any food. I couldn’t sleep at
n�ght. My we�ght dropped prec�p�tously. And, desp�te my attempts to h�de �t
w�th makeup, my complex�on became so pale that I looked l�ke a corpse.

In the m�ddle of work, tears would come stream�ng down my face. I
cr�ed so many t�mes, h�d�ng �ns�de a stall �n the bathroom, muffl�ng the
sound of my sobb�ng.

After two weeks of th�s, I’d reached my l�m�t, phys�cally and
psycholog�cally. I f�nally went to my superv�sor and handed �n my



res�gnat�on.
On my last day of work, H�deak� came over and sa�d �n a cheery vo�ce,

“Just ’cause you qu�t, doesn’t mean we can’t get d�nner, r�ght?”
 
I had lost my boyfr�end and my job all at once. I felt almost l�ke I’d been
cast off suddenly �nto outer space.

I’m from Kyushu and came to Tokyo for work after graduat�ng from a
local college �n the south. Because of that, the only people I knew �n the
c�ty were bas�cally the people from the off�ce. And because I’m shy and
have never been good at mak�ng fr�ends, �n all of Tokyo, there was no one I
was close to.

When I look back, the word that sums up the l�fe I’d l�ved up t�ll th�s
po�nt, all twenty-f�ve years of �t, �s “adequate.” I was born to an adequately
wealthy fam�ly, graduated from an adequately good school, got a job at an
adequately good company.

Meet�ng H�deak� meant so much to me at the t�me. For someone as
pass�ve as I was then, f�nd�ng a boyfr�end l�ke h�m was noth�ng short of a
m�racle. I l�ked h�m so much that I could barely stand �t. The downs�de was
I never saw th�s shock com�ng, and I had no �dea how to cope w�th �t.

The cop�ng mechan�sm I ult�mately went w�th was to devote my l�fe to
sleep. Even I was surpr�sed by how sleepy I was. I know �t was probably
my body’s way of help�ng me avo�d real�ty, but once I bur�ed myself �n my
covers, I would fall asleep r�ght away. I spent days �n a deep sleep �n my
l�ttle room, dr�ft�ng all alone through outer space.

I probably spent a month l�ke that. I was �gnor�ng my phone and then
one n�ght when I woke up, I not�ced I had a vo�cema�l. I d�dn’t recogn�ze
the number on the screen, but I gave �t a l�sten. All of a sudden, I heard a
cheerful vo�ce say�ng, “Hey, hey!”

“Takako? How’re you do�ng? It’s me. It’s Satoru! I’m call�ng from the
bookshop. G�ve me a call. Later’s f�ne. Oh damn, I got a customer. Gotta
go. Talk soon.”

I sat there for a moment, puzzled. Satoru? Who? I had absolutely no
�dea. He sa�d my name, so �t couldn’t be a wrong number. What was the
bookshop? Bookshop . . . I turned the word over aga�n and aga�n �n my
m�nd—and then �t f�nally h�t me.



Satoru was my uncle Satoru! Come to th�nk of �t, I had heard from my
mother a wh�le back that he’d taken over the bookshop �n J�mbocho that my
great-grandfather started. The last t�me I’d seen h�m I was �n my f�rst year
of h�gh school, so we hadn’t seen each other �n almost a decade, but I was
sure that was h�s vo�ce.

And then I had the sneak�ng susp�c�on that my mother was beh�nd th�s.
Yes, �t had to be her. She was the only person I’d told that I’d qu�t my job
and broken up w�th my boyfr�end. She must have asked h�m for a favor
because she was so worr�ed about me. But even so, that wasn’t a good
enough reason.

To be honest, I wasn’t really that fond of Uncle Satoru. He was so
unconvent�onal that he was hard to f�gure out. He was completely
un�nh�b�ted, no matter who was around. He was always mak�ng l�ttle jokes
and chuckl�ng to h�mself. It was odd, and �t made h�m come off as a b�t of a
we�rdo, wh�ch bothered me.

But when I was l�ttle, I loved h�s personal�ty. We used to play together
�n h�s room when my mother took me back w�th her to Tokyo to v�s�t her
fam�ly. But as I approached puberty, h�s eccentr�c�ty became extremely off-
putt�ng, and I started secretly avo�d�ng h�m. And then, on top of that, he
suddenly got marr�ed—even though he d�dn’t have a steady job yet. From
then on, one way or another, he seemed to cause trouble �n the fam�ly.

That’s why when I came to Tokyo I never once thought of go�ng to see
h�m. I was try�ng not to have anyth�ng to do w�th h�m.

The afternoon after I got h�s vo�cema�l, I reluctantly called h�m back. I
could just �mag�ne my mother fly�ng �nto a bl�nd rage �f I d�dn’t return h�s
call. G�ven that my uncle was �n h�s m�dtwent�es when I was �n grade
school, he must be already past forty.

On the very f�rst r�ng, someone answered.
“Hello, th�s �s the Mor�sak� Bookshop.”
“H�, �t’s me, Takako.
“Oh, hey!” I could hear my uncle shout�ng on the other end of the l�ne.

That’s the �ntens�ty I remember from the old days. I rushed to hold the
phone away from my ear.

“It’s been so long! You been okay?”
“Ah, yeah, well . . .”
“I knew you were �n Tokyo, but you never came to v�s�t me.”



“Sorry about that. I’ve been busy w�th work,” I apolog�zed
automat�cally.

“But you qu�t, d�dn’t you?”
He cut to the qu�ck. I mumbled a response. Th�s was not a man you

could expect del�cacy from. My uncle just kept on talk�ng, tell�ng me how
th�s was just l�ke the old days, talk�ng on and on—unt�l he suddenly came
out and sa�d, “L�sten, I’ve been th�nk�ng, �f you don’t feel l�ke work�ng r�ght
now, how about you come and stay here?”

“Sorry?” H�s sudden offer caught me off guard.
But my uncle kept press�ng me for an answer. “The money you’re

spend�ng on rent and ut�l�t�es �s noth�ng to sneeze at. If you come here, �t’s
all free. Well, I mean you could maybe help me out a l�ttle at the
bookshop.”

When I asked h�m about �t, he expla�ned that he was runn�ng the shop
all by h�mself. He needed someone to open up �n the morn�ngs for h�m
wh�le he went to h�s appo�ntments at the hosp�tal to be treated for h�s back
pa�n. My uncle l�ved �n a house �n Kun�tach�, so I’d have the place to
myself when the shop was closed. He assured me I’d have total pr�vacy.
The place had been a res�dence unt�l some years ago, so �t was fully
equ�pped w�th a proper bathroom.

I thought �t over for a moment. I knew my current arrangement couldn’t
last forever. If I kept on l�v�ng th�s way, I was go�ng to run out of money
soon. On the other hand, I d�dn’t l�ke the �dea of anyone �nterfer�ng �n my
l�fe.

“But I’m sure I’d be �mpos�ng,” I sa�d, attempt�ng to decl�ne the offer.
My uncle d�d not take the h�nt at all.
“Impos�ng? That’s nonsense. It would be my pleasure to have you.”
D�d Aunt Momoko agree too? I started to ask the quest�on, but I qu�ckly

caught myself. That’s r�ght. H�s w�fe, Momoko, had gone and left h�m years
ago. It was a pretty b�g deal �n our fam�ly. When she ran off, he seemed so
depressed that my mother was really worr�ed h�s health m�ght suffer too. I
remember feel�ng sorry for my uncle when I heard the news, but �t left me
w�th a strange feel�ng. It d�dn’t make sense. At the�r wedd�ng, the two of
them had seemed so deeply �n love. Aunt Momoko was so k�nd and good-
natured. She was hardly the k�nd of person who seemed l�kely to run off.



I was remember�ng all th�s and mumbl�ng my way through the
conversat�on. My uncle, meanwh�le, was try�ng to rush ahead w�th the plan.
“Great. It’s dec�ded then.”

I tr�ed aga�n to hold h�m off. “But what about all my th�ngs?” I sa�d, but
he told me he had space �n h�s house �n Kun�tach� for all that. I could send
everyth�ng there and just take some smaller bags w�th me to the shop.

It looked l�ke I’d been outmaneuvered on all fronts.
“Trust me, Takako. Th�s’ll be better for you too.”
But how was I supposed to trust someone I hadn’t seen �n a decade?
“Well, I’ll start gett�ng th�ngs ready over here,” my uncle sa�d, and then,

w�thout wa�t�ng for a response, he told me a customer had just come �n and
we’d have to talk later. Then he hung up.

I sat there for a wh�le �n a daze, l�sten�ng to the d�al tone.
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Two weeks later, I was stand�ng �n J�mbocho Stat�on. How had �t come to
th�s? In an �nstant, my l�fe had changed so qu�ckly that I was st�ll reel�ng
from �t.

After the conversat�on w�th my uncle, I had a phone call w�th my
mother. “What’ll �t be?” she asked. “Come back to Kyushu or go to Satoru’s
place?” I reluctantly chose my uncle’s. I knew that �f I went back home, I’d
probably be pushed �nto an arranged marr�age, and I’d never come back
here aga�n. After all the trouble I’d gone through to move to Tokyo, I
couldn’t stand the �dea of go�ng back l�ke that and adm�tt�ng that �t had all
been a total fa�lure.

Be�ng outs�de for the f�rst t�me �n a long wh�le, I felt unsteady on my
feet. But I made �t to J�mbocho on the tra�n somehow. Yet the moment I
came aboveground from the subway, I felt f�erce sunl�ght bear�ng down on
me. The ra�ny season had completely g�ven way to summer wh�le I was
asleep. Above my head, the sun was glar�ng down at me l�ke a teenage boy.
When I’d qu�t my job, the real heat of summer st�ll seemed far away. It
made me a l�ttle sad—even the seasons were betray�ng me.

Th�s was the f�rst t�me I’d ever been to J�mbocho. My grandfather’s
house was �n Kun�tach�, an hour to the west, so we d�dn’t have much reason
to come here.

For a moment, I stood at the traff�c s�gnal at an �ntersect�on, turn�ng
around and around, try�ng to take everyth�ng �n.

It all looked so strange.
I saw a ma�n avenue (wh�ch my uncle had told me was Yasukun�

Street), and all along �t on both s�des were rows of bookshops. Everywhere
you turned, there was another bookshop.

Now, normally one would be enough for a street. Here, however, the
major�ty of the stores were bookshops. Wh�le your eye m�ght have been



drawn at f�rst to the b�gger ones l�ke Sanse�dō and Shosen, what really
stood out were the small used bookshops. See�ng them all �n a row together
had �ts own subtle �mpact. On the other s�de of the street, towards
Su�dōbash�, there were a few large off�ce bu�ld�ngs, but they only ended up
mak�ng the place seem even more b�zarre.

St�ll confused, I crossed an �ntersect�on that was crowded w�th
salarymen on the�r lunch break and walked down the street of bookshops.
Follow�ng my uncle’s d�rect�ons, I left the ma�n road and turned �nto a l�ttle
backstreet called Sakura. Th�s brought me to an area of secondhand
bookshops.

I murmured to myself, “Th�s �s a wonderland of secondhand books.”
As I stood there gett�ng bro�led �n the hot sun, try�ng to f�gure out how I

was go�ng to f�nd my uncle’s store, I not�ced a man look�ng my way,
wav�ng h�s hands �n the a�r. H�s ha�r was messy; he was wear�ng black,
th�ck-framed glasses, and he was so sk�nny and small that he seemed
boy�sh. He’d thrown on a short-sleeved checked sh�rt, loose cotton pants,
and some sandals. I def�n�tely recogn�zed that look. It was my uncle Satoru.

H�s whole face l�t up as he sa�d, “Hey, Takako, that �s you after all.”
Up close, I could see my uncle had aged a lot. There was no h�d�ng the

deep wr�nkles around h�s eyes. H�s sk�n, once as wh�te as some �ll-fated
damsel �n a fa�rytale, was now marked by a phenomenal number of
sunspots. But beh�nd h�s glasses, you could see that strange, ch�ldl�ke gl�nt
�n h�s eye.

“Were you wa�t�ng for me out �n front of the store all th�s t�me?”
“I thought th�s was around when you’d show up. You know the whole

area �s just one secondhand bookshop after another, and I f�gured I can’t
have you gett�ng lost, r�ght? So I came out to wa�t for you. All th�s t�me I
was expect�ng a schoolg�rl �n un�form, but at some po�nt, I guess, you
must’ve grown up.”

It made sense. The last t�me I’d seen h�m I was �n my f�rst year of h�gh
school. We’d come up to Tokyo for the f�rst ann�versary of my
grandfather’s pass�ng. It had been almost ten years s�nce then. He was st�ll
the same though. He m�ght be over forty now, but he st�ll had that same
breezy way about h�m. He was the exact oppos�te of anyone’s �dea of a
d�gn�f�ed man. Wh�ch was someth�ng I absolutely couldn’t stand about h�m



when I was teenager. I was so sens�t�ve then about gaug�ng the d�stance
between other people and me.

After I stopped star�ng at my uncle, I turned to look at the storefront.
“So th�s �s the shop my great-grandfather started.”
I stared at the shop w�th �ts s�gn that read MORISAKI BOOKSHOP:

SPECIALIZING IN LITERATURE OF THE MODERN ERA and felt a l�ttle moved by the
s�ght. Even though I’d never met my great-grandfather, I st�ll thought �t was
a pretty b�g deal that my uncle was the th�rd generat�on �n our fam�ly to
carry on the trad�t�on.

The shop was about th�rty years old, but �t looked l�ke someth�ng from
an earl�er era. Through the glass doors of the l�ttle two-floor wooden
bu�ld�ng, you could see the books crammed together.

“The or�g�nal shop was on Suzuran Street back �n the Ta�shō era. Of
course, �t’s gone now, so I guess th�s �s sort of the second Mor�sak�
Bookshop.”

“Wow.”
“Well, come �n, come �n.”
My uncle pract�cally yanked my luggage out of my hands and ushered

me �nto the shop. The �nstant I stepped �ns�de I was h�t by a musty smell.
I acc�dentally sa�d the word “musty” out loud.
My uncle laughed and corrected me.“Do me a favor and try to �mag�ne

�t as the dampness after a morn�ng ra�n.”
Everywhere you looked there were books. In th�s small room that barely

saw the sun, everyth�ng seemed suffused w�th the scent of the Shōwa era.
Paperbacks and hardcovers were packed t�ghtly on the well-organ�zed
bookshelves. The larger collect�ons of complete works were p�led up �n
stacks along the wall. Even the area beh�nd the l�ttle counter w�th the
reg�ster was full of books. If there were ever a b�g earthquake, �t would
undoubtedly all fall down, and you’d be bur�ed beneath an avalanche of
books.

“How many books do you have here?” I asked, half �n shock.
“I’d say roughly about s�x thousand.”
“S�x thousand!” I shr�eked.
“Th�s place �s small, so that’s pretty much the l�m�t.”
“What does that mean, ‘spec�al�z�ng �n l�terature of the modern era’?”
“We concentrate on modern Japanese authors. Come here. Look.”



At my uncle’s urg�ng, I scanned the sp�nes of the books l�ned up on the
shelves. There were authors whose names I recogn�zed l�ke Ryūnosuke
Akutagawa, Sōsek� Natsume, Ōga� Mor�, but mostly �t was authors I’d
never heard of before. And the ones I’d heard of, I only knew from what I’d
read �n class �n h�gh school.

“So, um, you collect books from all these authors?” I sa�d.
My uncle laughed. “Most of the bookshops around here deal pr�mar�ly

�n one spec�f�c f�eld or type of book. There are stores for scholarly books.
There are stores that only handle scr�pts for plays. There are also some
more unusual shops that only deal �n stuff l�ke old postcards and
photographs. Th�s ne�ghborhood has the largest concentrat�on of
secondhand bookshops �n the world.”

“In the world?”
“Yeah. Because back �n the Me�j� era at the end of the n�neteenth

century and the beg�nn�ng of the twent�eth, the ne�ghborhood was a center
of culture, and �t was loved by cultured people and wr�ters. The reason there
are so many bookstores �s that they bu�lt a lot of schools �n the
ne�ghborhood �n that era, wh�ch meant there were suddenly all these stores
sell�ng scholarly books.”

“It goes that far back?”
“Oh yeah, and that h�story cont�nues un�nterrupted to the present here.

Wr�ters l�ke Ōga� Mor� and Jun’�ch�rō Tan�zak� wrote novels set here. Now,
lots of tour�sts from overseas come.”

He was talk�ng about �t w�th so much pr�de �t was l�ke �t all belonged to
h�m.

“I’ve been l�v�ng �n Tokyo, but I d�dn’t have the sl�ghtest �dea about th�s
place,” I sa�d, frankly �mpressed. Honestly, that response from my uncle to
my l�ttle quest�on �mpressed me too. For someone everyone �n my fam�ly
thought was just dr�ft�ng a�mlessly, someone who never looked for a real
job, he seemed to know a lot. It rem�nded me that back when I would go see
h�m when I was young, h�s room was always f�lled w�th d�ff�cult books of
h�story and ph�losophy.

“Next t�me, you should wander around a b�t, check out the area. There
are lots of �nterest�ng places. Let’s leave �t t�ll another day though. Let me
show you to your room f�rst. The second floor �s bur�ed �n books from the
rest of the collect�on, but the room �s b�g.”



When we peeked �nto the room on the second floor, I almost fa�nted on
the spot. Th�s “collect�on” he’d ment�oned turned out to be tower�ng stacks
of books all over the room. There wasn’t anywhere to step �ns�de. It was a
scene stra�ght out of a sc�-f� mov�e set �n a c�ty of the not-so-d�stant future.
An anc�ent a�r cond�t�oner was runn�ng full blast, but one by one drops of
sweat appeared on my sk�n. I could hear the p�erc�ng call of a c�cada
somewhere �n the d�stance.

I turned to my uncle stand�ng next to me and gave h�m an �cy glare.
What was he talk�ng about when he sa�d he was gett�ng ready for me?
There wasn’t enough space for a mouse to stretch �ts legs �n that room.

“Damn, I’d meant to organ�ze th�ngs �n there before you got here, but . .
.” he sa�d, rubb�ng the back of h�s head apologet�cally. “You see, I threw my
back out three days ago. It’s the bookseller’s dest�ny, I’m afra�d. But I d�d
move half of the books over to the empty room next door. So �f you just toss
the rema�n�ng ones �n there too, you should be r�ght at home.”

At that moment, we heard the sound of the glass door downsta�rs
open�ng, and my uncle sa�d, “Sorry about that,” and ran back downsta�rs.

I looked around the room and s�ghed.”Toss” them �n there, he sa�d. Easy
for h�m to say. I felt l�ke I’d been duped. But I’d already broken the lease
for my apartment, and I d�dn’t have anywhere else to l�ve. I prepared myself
for the worst and started clean�ng up the room.

For the ent�re day, I waged a war aga�nst those books. I was heav�ng
huge p�les �nto the room next door, dr�pp�ng w�th sweat. But �f I got even
the sl�ghtest b�t careless, my Towers of Babel would collapse, struck down
by an angry God. L�ttle by l�ttle, my �ntense hatred for those books grew
stronger. Nevertheless, by even�ng, I’d somehow succeed �n clear�ng out the
major�ty of books �nto the empty room. I rescued the l�ttle table that had
been bur�ed �n the avalanche. In the room next door, the books were p�led to
the ce�l�ng. I was a l�ttle worr�ed that the floor m�ght collapse. But �t seemed
l�ke a sturdy enough bu�ld�ng, so I told myself �t would be okay. Then I took
out the vacuum and sucked up all the dust and b�ts of trash that had been
float�ng above the ground l�ke ev�l sp�r�ts. Once I had w�ped down the walls
and tatam� mats w�th a dust cloth, the room started to look l�ke someplace a
human be�ng m�ght actually �nhab�t.

I was stand�ng �n the entrance to the room w�th my hands on my h�ps,
survey�ng my work w�th some measure of sat�sfact�on, when my uncle



closed up the shop and came upsta�rs to see me.
“Whoa, you really cleaned th�ngs up. Amaz�ng,” he sa�d. “Takako, I

swear �f you’d been born �n England �n the latter half of the n�neteenth
century, you could have been a br�ll�ant ma�d.” He went on say�ng more
r�d�culous th�ngs l�ke that to me.

Oh God, I thought, I’m go�ng to have to get along w�th th�s person.
“I’m t�red and I’m go�ng to bed,” I sa�d.
“Def�n�tely, take �t easy, get all the rest you need. Tomorrow morn�ng

you can help me out though, r�ght?”
Once my uncle had left the shop, I got r�ght �nto the bath, and then

crawled �nto my musty-smell�ng futon w�thout even dry�ng my ha�r.
When I turned off the l�ghts, the room suddenly fell completely s�lent. It

was l�ke all those books were absorb�ng the sound.
I looked up at the d�m ce�l�ng �n a daze and started feel�ng hopeless.

Can I really stay here for a wh�le? I don’t see myself gett�ng used to th�s.
But �t only lasted a moment. One second later, I was snor�ng.

In my dream, I was an andro�d ma�d l�v�ng �n a c�ty �n the not-so-d�stant
future. In that ne�ghborhood, all the bu�ld�ngs were made of used books.
 
When I opened my eyes the next morn�ng, I had no �dea where I was. I
looked over at the alarm clock bes�de me. The t�me read 10:22.

All of a sudden, I came back to real�ty. “Ah!” I yelled and jumped out of
bed. The store opens at ten. Before I went to bed I set my alarm for e�ght,
but at some po�nt �t must have been turned off. Who on earth played th�s
cruel tr�ck on me? The culpr�t, of course, was me.

What a mess! I’d always been good at wak�ng up on t�me. I’d been
proud of the fact that �n my three years at the company I was never once
late. But here I was �n my pajamas, w�th total bed head, hurry�ng down the
sta�rs, rush�ng to push up the heavy metal shutter out front. As I d�d, the
summer l�ght poured �nto the room. All the stores fac�ng the street were
already open. I was clearly gett�ng a late start.

What could I do? For about a half hour, I just sat stup�dly at the counter
�n my pajamas, half-pan�cked. But to my surpr�se, no one came �n.

Later on, �t d�dn’t seem that anyone was go�ng to show up. There were
some people walk�ng down the street, but they walked r�ght by. Feel�ng l�ke



an �d�ot, I casually went upsta�rs and changed my clothes, brushed my ha�r,
and even put on a l�ttle makeup, and then came down aga�n.

At around noon, people started to tr�ckle �n. But for the most part, they
only bought the cheap f�fty-yen or one-hundred-yen paperbacks. I found
myself worry�ng whether the shop was go�ng to make �t. After st�fl�ng about
th�rty yawns, I dozed off a couple of t�mes.

Around one, a m�ddle-aged man turned up. He was short and stout and
spectacularly bald. As soon as he saw me s�tt�ng beh�nd the counter, he d�d
a double take.“What? Where’s Satoru—more �mportantly, who are you?
D�d they h�re a g�rl to work part-t�me? But th�s place can’t afford to h�re
anyone, can �t?”

He h�t me w�th one quest�on after another. How could I descr�be h�m?
He was the k�nd of m�ddle-aged man who d�dn’t hold anyth�ng back.

“Um, my uncle w�ll be com�ng �n around two. I’m h�s n�ece, Takako.
I’m sort of part-t�me, I suppose. I’m work�ng for room and board. As for the
shop’s f�nanc�al s�tuat�on, I’m afra�d I’m not fam�l�ar w�th the deta�ls.”

As I ran through my repl�es, the man stud�ed me carefully w�th a look of
deep �nterest.

“Oh wow,” he sa�d. “How d�d I not know that all th�s t�me Satoru had a
cute, young n�ece.”

I flashed a sweet sm�le. It was lucky for me he hadn’t seen my shameful
appearance th�s morn�ng. Maybe he was a sweet old guy after all. He
seemed pleasant enough, and what’s more, he had good taste.

“So I was th�nk�ng about read�ng Naoya Sh�ga aga�n. It’s been a wh�le.
You know how my w�fe threw out most of m�ne a wh�le ago.”

He wandered around the bookshelves as he talked. How should I know
what happened w�th h�s w�fe? I just met h�m today.

“Where are they aga�n?”
“Where are what?”
“The Naoya Sh�ga books.”
“Ah, well, um, they’re probably somewhere around there.”
The man suddenly gave me a stern look, as �f he were try�ng to evaluate

me.
“Are you a reader?”
“Def�n�tely not.”



In the �nstant I answered, my m�ddle-aged compan�on transformed �nto
a demon. H�s eyes l�t up as he glared at me.

That �s when h�s d�atr�be began. Good gr�ef. “Young people today, they
don’t read books anymore. They just play computer games. It’s hopeless.
And even �f they do read books, �t’s just manga or these shallow l�ttle
stor�es on the�r cell phones. Even my son, he’s almost th�rty and he st�ll just
plays v�deo games all the t�me. Is that okay? You th�nk so? Absolutely not.
They’re only see�ng the surface of th�ngs. And �f you don’t want to be a
shallow person, then you should try read�ng some of the wonderful books �n
th�s place.”

The man went on and on talk�ng l�ke th�s. When he f�nally went home,
�t was almost an hour later. In the end, h�s monologue went on so long that
he left w�thout buy�ng anyth�ng. I was gett�ng exhausted too. When my
uncle showed up a half hour later, for a moment, he seemed l�ke my sav�or.

“How was your f�rst day? Any trouble?” he sa�d. As he asked the
quest�on, he went stra�ght to check the account ledger for the day.

“No,” I sa�d wear�ly. “But a l�ttle after noon, a guy came �n. It was as �f
h�s head was a dandel�on and all the fuzz blew away except for the s�des.
He talked a lot.”

“Ah, that’s Sabu. He’s been a regular here for about twenty years.”
I laughed �n sp�te of myself. The name Sabu f�t h�m perfectly.
“That guy, what can I say, he loves the great wr�ters of Japanese

l�terature from the bottom of h�s heart. But he’s a talker. I get trapped
somet�mes too. But �f you make a l�ttle tea, and nod and say ‘oh’ and ‘ah’ a
l�ttle b�t, he goes home.”

Ah, I thought, there’s a lot to the serv�ce �ndustry. Even the not�on of a
regular customer seemed l�ke a rare th�ng these days.

“By the way, Uncle . . .” I sa�d, remember�ng my b�ggest quest�on of the
day.

“What �s �t?”
“Is the shop okay? There aren’t that many customers. And the people

who buy books only buy the cheap ones . . .”
My uncle laughed, sound�ng apparently happy.
“That’s true. These days secondhand books don’t sell well. Back when

my father was young, the secondhand bookshops d�d �ncred�ble bus�ness.
But the s�tuat�on �s d�fferent now. I mean the publ�sh�ng �ndustry wasn’t l�ke



�t �s now, and there was no telev�s�on. However, we started sell�ng onl�ne
s�x years ago. And somet�mes we sell a sought-after book that goes for a lot
of money. We’re mak�ng �t work somehow. And we have a good number of
regular customers l�ke Sabu, who have been w�th us s�nce my father’s t�me.
Takako, don’t you go to secondhand bookshops?”

“I go to BookOff somet�mes. I can read manga there.”
“These days �t’s just b�g cha�ns l�ke that. But �n those places you’re

never go�ng to f�nd a book wr�tten by a wr�ter from decades ago. There’s no
demand for �t. St�ll, there are a lot of people �n th�s world who love old
books. There are even some g�rls your age. For people l�ke that, th�s place �s
heaven. And I happen to be one of those people.”

“I remember your room used to be f�lled w�th books. How long ago d�d
you take over the store?”

“It was r�ght after my father d�ed. So almost ten years? But compared to
the other shop owners around here, I’m just a spr�ng ch�cken. They’ve all
been runn�ng the�r bookshops for th�rty, forty years.”

“Wow. That’s amaz�ng. It’s almost beyond comprehens�on.”
“Takako, you should try to read some. You can read any of the books

here,” he sa�d, sm�l�ng.
I just laughed.
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I d�dn’t oversleep aga�n after that day, and somehow f�gured out what to do
�n the store. Fortunately, bus�ness was mostly slow unt�l the afternoon. I
would s�t at the counter �n the back and zone out. My rout�ne d�dn’t change
much once I’d settled �n. I would open up f�rst th�ng �n the morn�ng, tend
the store unt�l my uncle arr�ved and rel�eved me of duty. Then I would
trudge upsta�rs, bury myself �n the covers of my futon, and sleep.

My room conta�ned only the absolute bare necess�t�es. I’m sure �t
wouldn’t have looked l�ke much of a l�fe to anyone else, but �t su�ted me.
Honestly, �n my frame of m�nd, I was ready to leave beh�nd the th�ngs of
th�s world.

My uncle Satoru would appear after noon, dressed �n the slouchy, loose
clothes that would never have been allowed at a normal company. When he
came �n, he would f�rst check the account ledger, and then the onl�ne orders,
before gett�ng on the phone to chat about someth�ng or other for work.

I could hear h�m compla�n�ng to the person on the other end of the
phone, say�ng, “Nah, no way” or “That’s pretty harsh, �sn’t �t?” or “If we
don’t make �t through th�s . . .” He m�ght have been compla�n�ng about the
s�tuat�on the bus�ness was �n, and yet someth�ng about the tone of h�s vo�ce
always seemed happy.

What I d�dn’t expect about the used-book bus�ness was how b�g the
network was. Accord�ng to my uncle, the network of booksellers and your
personal relat�onsh�ps were a b�g part of mak�ng sure you could br�ng �n
new �nventory and keep the store from runn�ng out of books. A spec�alty
store l�ke the Mor�sak� Bookshop couldn’t ma�nta�n �ts �nventory just by
buy�ng books that customers came �n to sell. The per�od�c auct�ons that the
bookstore un�on organ�zed were cruc�al for stores to get more used books.

“Even though we th�nk of �t as an �ndependent bus�ness, what matters �n
the �ndustry more than anyth�ng are the relat�onsh�ps you have w�th people.



I guess that’s probably true of the world �n general,” he sa�d, look�ng rather
pleased w�th h�mself.

There was st�ll a cons�derable gap, however, between the man
procla�m�ng th�s to me and the �mage I had �n my m�nd of a secondhand
bookshop owner that came from my grandfather. My grandfather was hard-
headed and �nflex�ble, a man of few words. At fam�ly get-togethers, he sat
�mpos�ngly at the center of the group, surrounded by all of our relat�ves. As
a ch�ld I was secretly afra�d of h�m, and my grandmother would always
laugh and say, “He’s an old used bookseller. That’s just the way he �s.”

But compared to h�m, my uncle was as flex�ble and �ndec�s�ve as a
jellyf�sh. I’d never spent so much t�me w�th h�m before, but the more I d�d,
the more I was surpr�sed by how w�shy-washy he was. I even got the w�ld
�dea that my aunt Momoko had run off because she’d gotten s�ck of �t. And
yet �n sp�te of all that, the regular customers kept com�ng, ready to ch�tchat.
 
The two of us d�dn’t talk much as�de from work, but after about a week had
passed, my uncle couldn’t take �t any longer. “Takako,” he sa�d w�th an
amazed look on h�s face, “all you do �s sleep. You’re a sleep monster.”

“I must be go�ng through a sleepy phase,” I repl�ed coldly. My uncle
was just �tch�ng to �nterfere �n my l�fe, but I refused to let h�m draw me out.

“At twenty-f�ve?”
“That’s r�ght. It’s l�ke they say, ‘a sleep�ng ch�ld �s a grow�ng ch�ld.’ ”
“But you have so much t�me. Why don’t you try go�ng for a walk?

There are lots of �nterest�ng places. L�sten, I’ve been com�ng here s�nce I
was a k�d and I’ve never gotten t�red of �t.”

“I’m okay. I’d rather sleep.”
I could tell my uncle wasn’t f�n�shed talk�ng, but I put an end to the

conversat�on. After that, no matter what he sa�d, I wasn’t go�ng to reply. I
was as s�lent as a stone. Deep down, I was sulk�ng.

Of course, my uncle must have heard everyth�ng from my mother, so he
more or less knew what was go�ng on �n my l�fe. And yet desp�te that, he
was just casually br�ng�ng up the subject w�thout any cons�derat�on. It made
me angry.

Even our regular customer Sabu seemed to know all about my l�fe. He
came �n one day and sa�d, “Oh, �f �t �sn’t the sleep monster, Takako.”



“Who told you that?” I sa�d, �nd�gnantly. But of course, �t could only
have been my uncle, the person I was really angry w�th.

“That you regularly sleep f�fteen hours and you’re st�ll sleepy?”
“I don’t sleep f�fteen hours. More l�ke th�rteen.”
When I corrected h�m, Sabu shook h�s head �n amazement.
“When I was �n my twent�es, I couldn’t spare that much t�me for sleep. I

was always read�ng.”
“When I dec�de to sleep, I sleep.”
“You’re stubborn, just l�ke your uncle.”
“That’s absurd. How could you compare me to that fool?”
“You also have h�s pecul�ar sense of humor,” Sabu sa�d and g�ggled.
“I’m not l�ke h�m. Please don’t lump us together.”
“No, no. Don’t underest�mate h�m,” Sabu sa�d, suddenly turn�ng ser�ous.

“That man m�ght be a n�ncompoop, but he’s also th�s shop’s sav�or.”
“Sav�or?” I repl�ed, my eyes gett�ng w�de.
“That’s r�ght. Ask h�m somet�me.” As he spoke, Sabu gave me a

know�ng look. Then to show off a b�t, he sa�d, “Ad�os,” gave a l�ttle wave
goodbye, and left the store.

Who cares, I thought. I have zero �nterest �n whether my uncle th�nks
he’s a sav�or or not. All I want �s to go back upsta�rs and get under the
covers and sleep.

St�ll, even I was amazed at how sleepy I was. I told Sabu that I was
sleep�ng th�rteen hours a day, but on days when the shop was closed, I slept
all day long. I slept and slept and w�shed I could sleep forever. In my
dreams, I d�dn’t have to th�nk of those awful th�ngs. My dreams were l�ke
the f�nest, sweetest honey. And I was l�ke a honeybee, fly�ng �n search of
more.

In contrast, there was noth�ng good about the hours I was awake. Even
though I hated h�m, I was constantly th�nk�ng of H�deak�. The way he
laughed. The way he touched my ha�r. I l�ke everyth�ng about h�m: the way
he was a l�ttle self-centered, the way he had a complex about be�ng tone
deaf, the way he cr�ed so eas�ly. I knew I was be�ng an �d�ot, but when he
and I were together, I truly was happy, and those memor�es were engraved
�nto the cells of my bra�n so deeply I couldn’t erase them.

Somet�mes I even �mag�ned that the words he sa�d to me the last t�me
were all l�es. That he was just teas�ng me. “It’s all fake,” he’d tell me. He’d



just wanted to play a l�ttle joke on me. And, of course, that wasn’t true. If �t
had been true, I wouldn’t be here.

So to put �t out of my m�nd, and stop remember�ng what happened, I
went on sleep�ng, perhaps out of stubbornness, perhaps for some other
reason.

The t�me passed by so qu�ckly that I could never catch up.
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“Takako, you st�ll up?”
One n�ght at the end of summer, my uncle called out to me from the

other s�de of the sl�d�ng door. When I looked at the clock, I saw �t was e�ght
o’clock—clos�ng t�me for the bookshop.

“I’m sleep�ng,” I sa�d from under the covers.
“Come on. People who are sleep�ng can’t answer back l�ke that.”
“But I am sleep�ng. Because I’m a—what’d you call me?—a sleep

monster, remember?”
I heard h�m laugh through the door.
“Are you angry?” he sa�d. “I talked to Sabu.”
“I am angry. You sa�d I was l�ke a monster.”
“Well, I was worr�ed about you, so I talked to h�m. He’s worr�ed about

you too. Come on, don’t you want to go outs�de? There’s a place I want to
take you. How about �t?”

“I’m f�ne,” I repl�ed, fac�ng the sl�d�ng door.
But my uncle pers�sted. “Trust me, you won’t regret �t. And then I

prom�se I won’t �nterfere anymore w�th your sleep�ng.”
“For real?” I asked war�ly.
“P�nky swear. If I’m ly�ng, you can h�t me three hundred t�mes.”
“That’s a prom�se.” When I glared at h�m through the l�ttle gap �n the

sl�d�ng door, I saw h�m sm�l�ng and nodd�ng.
“I prom�se.”
The place he wanted to take me was just a stone’s throw from the

Mor�sak� Bookshop.
“We’re here!” he sa�d, com�ng to a halt �n front of a storefront on a l�ttle

backstreet. It was an old wooden coffee shop that I d�dn’t th�nk I’d ever
not�ced before. An extremely elegant, m�ddle-aged man w�th a mustache
seemed to be the man �n charge.



The name of the coffee shop, Saveur, l�t up by the s�gn, seemed to float
above the dark haze.

“Th�s �s my spot,” he sa�d. As soon as my uncle heaved open the heavy
door, we could smell the r�ch aroma of coffee.

The man pour�ng bo�l�ng water �nto a spec�al s�phon placed on the
counter greeted us as we came �n.

“Hey, th�s �s my n�ece, Takako.”
I took a seat next to my uncle at the small counter and gave a qu�ck

bow.
Even w�thout the mustache, the owner’s slender, ref�ned face would

have been qu�te d�gn�f�ed. He was probably �n h�s late fort�es. I w�shed my
uncle, who looked l�ke a k�d no matter how old he got, would follow h�s
example.

“A blend for me. How about you, Takako?”
“Um, me too.”
I turned and looked around �ns�de. It felt so peaceful there. The �nter�or

was l�t by soft lanterns. Gentle p�ano mus�c was play�ng. The blackened
br�ck wall was covered w�th doodles and graff�t� from past customers. All
of �t f�t together beaut�fully and matched the warm, sooth�ng amb�ence of
the coffee shop. It’s so n�ce here, I thought. For the f�rst t�me �n a long t�me,
I felt joy well up �ns�de me. And I felt a l�ttle b�t better, a l�ttle less t�red.

“Th�s place has been around for f�fty years,” my uncle expla�ned. “In
the old days, a lot of famous people used to come here.”

“Wow. I’m sure �t wasn’t easy to create an atmosphere l�ke th�s,” I sa�d,
nodd�ng deeply. “It’s so calm�ng.”

Around f�ve m�nutes later, a wa�tress brought us our coffee.
“Good even�ng, Mr. Mor�sak�.”
“Hey, Tomo, th�s �s my n�ece, Takako.”
“N�ce to meet you,” I sa�d, bow�ng.
Tomo sm�led and sa�d hello.
“Tomo’s one of our regular customers,” my uncle sa�d. “She’s a true

reader.”
“Oh, I’m noth�ng spec�al,” she sa�d, sm�l�ng shyly. She was about my

age, maybe a l�ttle younger. She had fa�r sk�n and round, full cheeks. There
was someth�ng gentle about her way of speak�ng. And she looked cute �n
her black apron. I had a feel�ng we m�ght get along. My mood br�ghtened.



“What’s the deal, Takako? You prefer g�rls? There are young guys here
too.” My uncle waved to the other end of the counter. “Hey, Takano!”

A tall, th�n young man promptly popped h�s head through a gap �n the
curta�n from the k�tchen.

“Takano! Why don’t you take my n�ece out on a date somet�me?”
“Hey!” I shouted and slapped my uncle’s hand.
Takano seemed pretty shy. That’s all �t took for h�s face to turn

completely red.
“Takano has been tra�n�ng here so he can open h�s own café someday.

But all he does �s screw up, so the owner’s constantly yell�ng at h�m.” My
uncle looked genu�nely happy as he sa�d the part about be�ng yelled at.

“Let’s not start tarn�sh�ng h�s reputat�on,” the owner �nterjected.
I felt bad for Takano, but he looked so unsteady on h�s feet that you

could knock h�m over w�th a l�ttle push. He ended up �nadvertently
conf�rm�ng what my uncle had sa�d.

My uncle was st�ll �n a good mood afterward. A m�ddle-aged woman
s�tt�ng nearby called out, “Hey, Satoru!”

“Oh, Mrs. Sh�bamoto!” he sa�d and went over to her w�th h�s ta�l
wagg�ng. Then someone else at another table called out h�s name, and he
qu�ckly moved over to them.

At the bookshop, my uncle kept th�ngs more under control, but take one
step outs�de and he was totally d�fferent. I s�ghed, feel�ng l�ke a dog owner
be�ng dragged around by her pet.

“Satoru’s a popular guy around here.” The café owner laughed wryly.
When he sm�led, the wr�nkles around h�s eyes made h�m look k�nd.

“He’s very fr�endly, �f noth�ng else,” I sa�d, sarcast�cally. “But th�s truly
�s the f�rst t�me I’ve ever had coffee th�s good. And I love the feel of th�s
place. It’s wonderful.”

The owner gave a soft laugh. “Thank you very much. When young
people come here for the f�rst t�me, they see �t w�th fresh eyes. That means a
lot to me. It’s Takako, r�ght? Are you new to the area?”

“Th�s �s my f�rst t�me. I just started l�v�ng at my uncle’s store.”
“At the Mor�sak� Bookshop? That’s a great spot. I really hope you enjoy

l�fe �n J�mbocho.”
I made a face and groaned a l�ttle.
“What’s wrong?”



“My uncle says the same th�ng.”
“That makes sense. No one loves th�s ne�ghborhood more than your

uncle.”
I groaned aga�n. “I’m not sure I get �t. But I wasn’t ly�ng when I sa�d

your café was wonderful. I def�n�tely want to come back.”
“Anyt�me,” he sa�d and gave me a b�g sm�le.

 
We stayed so long at the café that when we left �t was late �n the even�ng.
My uncle and I strolled around the ne�ghborhood, just wander�ng. The n�ght
breeze was cool aga�nst my face. It already felt l�ke autumn.

My uncle seemed drunk from the one beer he’d ordered. He walked
ahead of me, stumbl�ng a l�ttle and mumbl�ng about what a n�ce n�ght �t
was.

I real�zed then that �t was the f�rst t�me we’d gone for a walk together
l�ke th�s s�nce my ch�ldhood. Back then, we would walk all day long near
my grandfather’s house, hand �n hand, pretend�ng we were explor�ng. Why
was that so much fun? I was always g�ggl�ng w�th exc�tement.

In those days my uncle always seemed more l�ke a sweet older brother. I
guess �t’s natural for an only ch�ld, espec�ally one l�ke me, so wrapped up �n
her own thoughts, to be so exc�ted to be spend�ng t�me w�th someone l�ke
that.

As my m�nd dr�fted back to that t�me, v�v�d memor�es returned to me . .
. the two of us �n h�s messy l�ttle room, h�m play�ng Beatles songs terr�bly
on the gu�tar, and both of us s�ng�ng . . . or spend�ng hours read�ng Osamu
Tezuka and Shotaro Ish�nomor�, totally engrossed �n manga.

These memor�es made me start to feel a l�ttle b�t of that same closeness
to my uncle aga�n as he walked ahead of me.

“Uncle Satoru?” H�s back was to me when I called out to h�m.
“Yeah?” My uncle turned and stared at me w�th those boy�sh eyes.
“What were you do�ng when you were my age?”
“I guess I just read all the t�me.”
“That’s all?” I felt a l�ttle d�sappo�nted.“That doesn’t seem that very

d�fferent from now.”
“That plus travel�ng.”
“Travel�ng?”



“Yeah, I would work a l�ttle here �n Japan, save up some money, that
k�nd of th�ng. Then I’d backpack around. I went to all k�nds of places—
Tha�land, Laos, V�etnam, Ind�a, Nepal. I even went across Europe.”

The �dea that my uncle had been so adventurous amazed me.
“What made you want to do that? D�dn’t you th�nk about gett�ng a

regular job?”
“Hmmm . . .” He folded h�s arms and spoke slowly, as �f he was

th�nk�ng back on that per�od of h�s l�fe. “The short vers�on �s I wanted to see
the whole world for myself. I wanted to see the whole range of poss�b�l�t�es.
Your l�fe �s yours. It doesn’t belong to anyone else. I wanted to know what
�t would mean to l�ve l�fe on my own terms.”

I found myself nodd�ng, but �t seemed l�ke a b�t of a contrad�ct�on to
escape Japan and go off �n search of the poss�b�l�t�es for your l�fe only to
end up runn�ng the bookstore.

St�ll, l�sten�ng to h�m talk, I real�zed just how d�fferent he was from the
�mage of h�m I’d been hold�ng on to s�nce ch�ldhood. Now that I’m an
adult, I th�nk I can understand a l�ttle b�t of what he felt then. In college, I
used to dream about l�v�ng a l�fe that felt true to my own values, my own
sense of th�ngs. Of course, when �t came t�me to act on that �n the real
world, I found I just d�dn’t have the courage.

That m�ght have been the secret to why he was able to be so w�ld and
free.

I felt a l�ttle jealous of h�m.
“Well, I guess I spent my twent�es dr�ft�ng around l�ke that. My father

was always gett�ng angry at me. And then one day �n the m�dst of all th�s,
he dropped dead. And I ended up tak�ng over the store for h�m.”

“Do you regret �t?”
“Not at all,” he sa�d, sm�l�ng.“There’s no job that su�ts me better than

th�s one. For someone who loves books, there’s no place more wonderful
than here. I’m proud to have a shop here. I can’t thank my father and
grandfather enough really.”

“That’s great.”
“What �s?” My uncle looked at me w�th a confused express�on.
“That you’re do�ng what you want, and you’re mak�ng a l�v�ng at �t.”
“That’s not really true. I res�sted �t a lot �n the beg�nn�ng. I mean tak�ng

over the store from my father wasn’t exactly what I dreamt of do�ng when I



was young. Even now I st�ll go back and forth all the t�me. But, I don’t
know, maybe �t takes a long t�me to f�gure out what you’re truly search�ng
for. Maybe you spend your whole l�fe just to f�gure out a small part of �t.”

“I don’t know. I th�nk maybe I’ve been wast�ng my t�me, just do�ng
noth�ng.”

“I don’t th�nk so. It’s �mportant to stand st�ll somet�mes. Th�nk of �t as a
l�ttle rest �n the long journey of your l�fe. Th�s �s your harbor. And your boat
�s just dropp�ng anchor here for a l�ttle wh�le. And after you’re well rested,
you can set sa�l aga�n.”

“You’re say�ng that now, but then you compla�n when I’m sleep�ng,” I
sa�d sp�tefully.

He laughed.“Human be�ngs are full of contrad�ct�ons.”
I was pout�ng w�thout real�z�ng �t. Espec�ally th�s guy, I thought.
“So, when you were travel�ng around and read�ng all those books, you

must have learned a lot, r�ght?”
“It’s funny. No matter where you go, or how many books you read, you

st�ll know noth�ng, you haven’t seen anyth�ng. And that’s l�fe. We l�ve our
l�ves try�ng to f�nd our way. It’s l�ke that Santōka Taneda poem, the one that
goes, ‘On and on, �n and �n, and st�ll the blue-green mounta�ns.’ ”

“Uncle?” I thought that th�s m�ght be my opportun�ty to ask the quest�on
I’d been want�ng to ask h�m all along.

“Yeah?”
“Why d�d Aunt Momoko leave?”
“Hmmm . . . She and I have the same way of look�ng at th�ngs. It’s what

brought us together, and I th�nk �t’s also the reason we spl�t up. We met �n
the m�ddle of the journey and we fell �n love. But that doesn’t mean we’ll
always be travel�ng together. At some po�nt, everyone has to f�nd the�r safe
harbor. I’d always thought we’d make �t to the end together. Unfortunately,
that’s not how �t turned out.”

“What was �t l�ke . . . when �t happened? Were you sad?”
He looked up at the th�ck clouds cover�ng the sky. “Of course, �t was

sad, but . . .”
“But?”
“But, no matter where she �s and what she’s do�ng now, I want her to be

happy.”



“St�ll . . .” I couldn’t understand how he could feel that way. “D�dn’t she
dump you and leave?”

“But Momoko’s st�ll the one woman �n my l�fe that I’ve truly loved.
That fact w�ll never change. And the memor�es I have of our t�me together,
they’re all st�ll here �n my heart. So, �n that sense, I’m st�ll �n love w�th her.”

I wanted to ask h�m why, but there was someth�ng so sad about the look
of h�m from beh�nd, so small under the streetl�ght, that I dec�ded I couldn’t
say anyth�ng more.
 
That n�ght, for some reason, I couldn’t get to sleep. I felt strangely ag�tated.
Even �n the m�ddle of the n�ght, I was st�ll toss�ng and turn�ng. I rema�ned
there on my futon for a long t�me, struggl�ng. All of these thoughts were
sw�rl�ng together �ns�de my head, f�ll�ng �t unt�l I thought �t m�ght explode.
They kept go�ng around and around, these pa�nful memor�es of the past, of
my old l�fe. They commandeered my m�nd.

Th�s �s terr�ble, I thought. I sat up suddenly. If I don’t do someth�ng, I
sa�d to myself, I’m go�ng to suffocate here. I thought I could maybe watch
TV, but then I remembered that would mean rearrang�ng those stacks of
books aga�n f�rst. It was three �n the morn�ng. Noth�ng was open outs�de no
matter where you went.

As I stared �nto the darkness, I w�shed I had a book to read . . . It
would’ve at least been a way to pass the t�me.

That’s when �t h�t me. Isn’t th�s a bookstore? I was pract�cally drown�ng
�n books. I’d completely forgotten the�r or�g�nal purpose because up t�ll then
I’d only seen them as a host�le presence �n the room.

I turned on the l�ght and started rummag�ng around, search�ng for an
�nterest�ng book. But I had absolutely no �dea how to judge wh�ch ones
m�ght be �nterest�ng. They all just looked l�ke musty old books. I was sure
though that my uncle could have eas�ly p�cked out some that he loved.

At a loss, I stood �n front of a mounta�n-s�zed stack of books and closed
my eyes. Then I reached out my hand and pulled out the f�rst book that I
touched. It was t�tled Unt�l the Death of the G�rl. The author was Sa�se�
Murō. I had heard h�s name before �n my modern l�t class back �n h�gh
school, but that was all I knew.

So there �n that d�m room, w�th only the l�ght of a l�ttle lamp near my
p�llow, I burrowed under my covers and began to read. My hope was that



the book would be bor�ng enough that I would fall r�ght asleep. But a funny
th�ng happened. An hour later, I was totally absorbed �n �t. Sure, there were
some passages where the wr�t�ng was d�ff�cult, but the subject of the book
was human psychology, wh�ch �s un�versal.

The story centers around a man try�ng to start h�s l�fe �n Nezu. After
spend�ng h�s ch�ldhood �n Kanazawa, he moves to Tokyo to follow h�s
dream and become a poet. There he gets entangled �n a relat�onsh�p w�th a
woman who �s the lover of a fr�end and h�s half-s�ster. He’s struggl�ng �n
poverty w�th no way to support h�mself �n Tokyo when he meets the g�rl �n
the t�tle by chance. It’s through h�s relat�onsh�p w�th her that he starts to
heal h�s wounded heart, however br�efly.

The ma�n character has grown up �n d�ff�cult c�rcumstances and has
surv�ved a depress�ng youth, but somehow the whole story �s suffused w�th
th�s qu�et tenderness.

L�ttle by l�ttle, I felt someth�ng wash over me, a feel�ng of peace that
words can’t express. If I had to expla�n �t, I’d say �t could only have come
from the wr�ter’s fervent love for l�fe.

When I looked up, I real�zed the n�ght was fad�ng, and the day was
beg�nn�ng to dawn. I read on, turn�ng one page after another.
 
That day, when Uncle Satoru came around, I was st�ll feel�ng exc�ted.

Usually I hardly greeted h�m, so when I leapt to my feet, he looked back
at me w�th wonder.

I had Unt�l the Death of the G�rl �n my hand. “Th�s book was good,” I
told h�m.

How d�d he react? All of a sudden, my uncle’s face l�t up—just l�ke a
k�d who had gotten a wonderful b�rthday present.

“Really? You l�ked �t?” My uncle was as exc�ted as �f �t had happened to
h�m.

“Yeah, �t was amaz�ng,” I sa�d. “I don't know how to descr�be �t. It h�t
home.” I was frustrated that I couldn’t come up w�th a better word.“It h�t
home” couldn’t beg�n to descr�be the complex th�ngs happen�ng �ns�de me.

“No way! It means so much to me to hear you say that. I’m overjoyed.
But go�ng stra�ght to Murō Sa�se�, that’s jump�ng �nto the deep end.”

My uncle was so profoundly happy that �t somehow made me happy
too.



We talked about the book for a wh�le. It was a joy to feel connected to
someone I’d felt I had so l�ttle �n common w�th. It thr�lled me even �f �t was
just w�th someone l�ke my uncle—no, �t thr�lled me even more because �t
was someone l�ke h�m.
 
It was as �f, w�thout real�z�ng �t, I had opened a door I had never known
ex�sted. That’s exactly what �t felt l�ke.

From that moment on, I read relentlessly, one book after another. It was
as �f a love of read�ng had been sleep�ng somewhere deep �ns�de me all th�s
t�me, and then �t suddenly sprang to l�fe.

I read slowly, savor�ng each book one by one. I had all the t�me �n the
world then. And there was no danger I’d run out of books, no matter how
much I read.

Kafū Naga�, Jun’�ch�rō Tan�zak�, Osamu Daza�, Haruo Satō, Ryūnosuke
Akutagawa, Kōj� Uno . . . I read them vorac�ously, the authors whose names
I knew but hadn’t read, the ones whose names I’d never even heard of, any
book that seemed �nterest�ng. And yet for all I read, I found book after book
that I st�ll wanted to read.

I’d never exper�enced anyth�ng l�ke th�s before. It made me feel l�ke I
had been wast�ng my l�fe unt�l th�s moment.

I dec�ded to stop sleep�ng all the t�me. It no longer seemed necessary.
Instead of tak�ng refuge �n sleep after my uncle took over for me at the
bookshop, I went to my room or to a café to read.

These old books held more h�story w�th�n the�r covers than I’d ever
�mag�ned. That wasn’t l�m�ted to the content of the book �tself. In each
volume, I d�scovered traces of the years that had gone by.

For example, on a page of Motoj�rō Kaj��’s Landscapes of the Heart, I
came across th�s passage:

The act of see�ng �s no small th�ng. To see someth�ng �s to be
possessed by �t. Somet�mes �t carr�es off a part of you, somet�mes �t’s
your whole soul.

At some po�nt �n the past, someone read�ng th�s book had felt moved to
take a pen and draw a l�ne under these words. It made me happy to th�nk



that because I had been moved by that same passage too, I was now
connected to that stranger.

Another t�me, I happened to f�nd a pressed flower someone had left as a
bookmark. As I �nhaled the scent of the long-ago-faded flower, I wondered
about the person who had put �t there. Who �n the world was she? When d�d
she l�ve? What was she feel�ng?

It’s only �n secondhand books that you can savor encounters l�ke th�s,
connect�ons that transcend t�me. And that’s how I learned to love the
secondhand bookstore that handled these books, our Mor�sak� Bookshop. I
real�zed how prec�ous a chance I’d been g�ven, to be a part of that l�ttle
place, where you can feel the qu�et flow of t�me.

As a result, I became pretty knowledgeable about the wr�ters we carr�ed.
Before I knew �t, I had become close w�th our regulars too. When Sabu
real�zed someth�ng was a l�ttle d�fferent about me, he rev�sed h�s earl�er
�mpress�on of me. “Hey, Takako,” he sa�d, “you’re gett�ng �nto �t, aren’t
you?”

There was one more change: I started tak�ng walks around the
ne�ghborhood. It was r�ght about the t�me when the weather had turned
properly cool, the perfect season for walk�ng around.

Day by day, the leaves of the trees along the streets turned to gold. It
del�ghted me to see how well the chang�ng colors matched the slow
transformat�on happen�ng �ns�de me.

As I walked around, I saw the ne�ghborhood so d�fferently from when I
f�rst arr�ved �n J�mbocho. Now, the whole place felt l�ke the sett�ng for an
adventure. It was exc�t�ng. In any case, there were so many places I wanted
to stop and check out all along the avenues and backstreets. It had such a
strong downtown feel�ng, th�s l�ttle sect�on of secondhand bookstores and
coffee shops and fore�gn bars. And yet desp�te all that, there was noth�ng
about �ts atmosphere that was chaot�c �n a way I couldn’t stand. The whole
ne�ghborhood felt d�st�nctly calm.

Th�s �s where I f�nally real�zed that even though we call them all
“bookstores,” each store has �ts own totally d�st�nct flavor.

They’re d�v�ded by the�r var�ous spec�alt�es: some sell only novels,
some only fore�gn l�terature, or h�stor�cal novels. There were even shops
that dealt only �n f�lm magaz�nes, or ch�ldren’s books, or Edo-era texts
bound �n the trad�t�onal style. There were all k�nds of store owners too.



Some were stubborn old guys l�ke my uncle, but there were also younger
ones w�th gentler d�spos�t�ons. I stopped by the welcome center one day,
and they told me there were actually more than 170 bookstores here. L�ke
my uncle sa�d, �t really was the world’s greatest ne�ghborhood for
bookstores.

When at last I was t�red from walk�ng, I would stop at a coffee shop to
rest. The warm coffee was perfect for the ch�lly season. Dr�nk�ng a cup at
the end of my walk, I felt relaxed to my core.
 
I spent day after day th�s way as we went deeper �nto autumn. I have no
doubt that my new rout�ne helped br�ghten my mood. Th�ngs were st�ll
knotted up �ns�de me, but �t felt l�ke the more I walked, the more they
loosened up.

Perhaps, as a result, �t was at that t�me that I started to get to know more
people around the ne�ghborhood. I became a regular at the Saveur coffee
shop and started to get very close w�th the owner and the staff, espec�ally
w�th Tomo, the wa�tress.

Tomo was a f�rst-year grad student �n Japanese l�terature who was
work�ng at the Saveur �n her free t�me. And somet�mes she came to the
Mor�sak� Bookshop as a customer. Two years younger than I was, she
looked qu�et and reserved, but deep down she was f�ercely pass�onate. As
you m�ght expect of a grad student �n l�terature, she had an �ncomparable
love of wr�ters. That wealth of knowledge was one of the th�ngs I adm�red
about her.

Around th�s t�me, Tomo started com�ng by the store on her way home
from work, even when she wasn’t look�ng to buy anyth�ng, and the two of
us would go to my room on the second floor and have tea together,
surrounded by books.

The f�rst t�me she came �nto my room, she l�t up.“Th�s place �s amaz�ng.
It’s l�ke a dream.”

“Really? It’s so small—and there’s no gas range.” S�nce I was the one
actually l�v�ng there, I gave her my cand�d op�n�on. At least when �t came to
conven�ence, the place really had noth�ng to recommend �t.

“Are those th�ngs really that �mportant?” Tomo sa�d, look�ng l�ke I was
the one who d�dn’t get �t. “Not a s�ngle th�ng here �s superfluous. You reach
out your hand and the books are r�ght there. Isn’t that wonderful?”



“I guess so.”
“It’s true,” she sa�d as she brought her face close to m�ne. Her eyes

shone.
I looked around the room aga�n. It was strange—somehow her

exc�tement about my room transformed the place from be�ng dull �nto
someth�ng wonderful. She suggested that we could make the room even
n�cer by buy�ng some flowers at the corner flor�st. We arranged cosmos
stems �n a vase and placed �t on the low table. The room felt so much
br�ghter afterward. From that po�nt on, I always decorated that spot w�th an
arrangement of seasonal flowers.

One day as we were really becom�ng close, we were dr�nk�ng tea
together and I suddenly dec�ded to ask her someth�ng.

“Tomo, how d�d you get so �nto books?”
She answered me �n that same gentle vo�ce. “That’s a good quest�on.

When I was �n m�ddle school, I was pa�nfully shy. I had th�s fear of tell�ng
people what I thought. And because of that there were just these terr�ble
feel�ngs rumbl�ng around �ns�de me. I was carry�ng around th�s awful
shame. That’s when I read the copy of Osamu Daza�’s Schoolg�rl. That’s
how �t started for me. Now I’m bas�cally totally add�cted to read�ng.”

“I th�nk every ser�ous reader at some po�nt �n the�r l�fe encounters a
book l�ke that. And they never forget the exper�ence,” I sa�d w�th
adm�rat�on.

“Here’s hop�ng we both encounter some wonderful books �n the future,”
Tomo sa�d w�th a sm�le.

“I hope so,” I sa�d, agree�ng w�th all my heart.
Afterward, someth�ng else happened connected to Tomo.
Early one afternoon when I was tend�ng the shop by myself, Takano,

who worked at the Saveur, came by. I hadn’t had many chances to talk to
h�m because he worked �n the k�tchen, but �t was hard to m�ss h�s lanky
f�gure �ns�de the shop.

I not�ced h�m r�ght away and sa�d hello.
Takano bowed and greeted me, but he seemed restless as he wandered

the shop look�ng around.
What an odd guy, I thought. “Anyth�ng �n part�cular you’re look�ng for

today?” I asked.
“No, I’m, um . . . not . . .” he muttered �ncoherently.



What’s go�ng on w�th th�s guy? I wondered. H�s face was all red. He
was act�ng just l�ke a l�ttle boy �n front of the g�rl he had a crush on. That’s
when �t h�t me. What �f he was �nterested �n me? I remembered that when
my uncle had told h�m to take me out on a date, he’d gotten extremely
embarrassed. As I thought �t through, I found myself suddenly gett�ng
nervous too.

The awkward s�lence �ns�de the shop dragged on for a wh�le. The a�r
seemed to get so th�ck w�th �t that �t was gett�ng harder to breathe.

When I couldn’t bear �t any longer, I opened my mouth to say
someth�ng, but at that very moment, he sa�d �n a loud vo�ce, “Um!”

I braced myself automat�cally. I assumed he was about to confess h�s
love for me, and so my m�nd was rac�ng, wonder�ng how I could del�cately
turn h�m down.

But what he actually sa�d next wasn’t what I was expect�ng at all.
“Does M�ss A�hara come here a lot?” Takano’s face turned br�ght red as

he spoke.
“By M�ss A�hara, you mean Tomo?”
“That’s r�ght.”
“She often pops �n dur�ng her lunch break from the coffee shop.”
“What do you two talk about?”
At th�s po�nt, my fever broke, and my anx�ety subs�ded.
“Wa�t, do you have a crush on Tomo?” I asked.
“No, �t’s not that. It’s just . . .”
“It’s f�ne. I mean Tomo �s really cute. But s�nce you two work together,

I’d th�nk you m�ght know her better than I do.”
“No. I’m �n the k�tchen. She’s �n the d�n�ng area. And I’m terr�ble at

talk�ng to people.”
“So �t seems. You really are shy, aren’t you?”
“Does she have a boyfr�end?”
The tone of h�s vo�ce as Takano asked the quest�on suggested th�s was a

matter of the greatest urgency.
“Well, now that you ment�on �t, I’ve never asked her. But Tomo �s a

really cute, l�kable g�rl. I wouldn’t be surpr�sed �f she d�d have a boyfr�end.”
“Would you be able to casually ask her for me?”
“Why would I be the one to ask her? Why don’t you ask her yourself?”



“You two are good fr�ends, Takako. You could ask her �n a way that felt
natural, r�ght? And bes�des, I’ve never talked l�ke that to a g�rl before.”

“You’re talk�ng to me r�ght now,” I sa�d, rather taken aback. D�dn’t I
count as a woman? But Takano d�dn’t seem to not�ce my react�on.

“I’m not ask�ng you to do th�s for noth�ng. If you agree to help, anyt�me
you come �nto the coffee shop, I’ll pay for your coffee ref�lls.

And w�th that, I wrote off all of h�s many offenses. My face l�t up.
“Really?” I asked. “In that case, I’ll come every day.”

“Every day? That m�ght be a b�t much . . .”
“Why do you sound so st�ngy? You’ll be gett�ng close to the woman

you’ve been long�ng for, all for the mere pr�ce of a cup of coffee!”
“Ah . . .” Takano nodded reluctantly �n approval. “But please prom�se

me you won’t ment�on a word of any of th�s to her.”
“Understood,” I told h�m, thump�ng my chest.
And that’s how Takano and I entered �nto our secret agreement. I

learned that he had secretly been �n love w�th her for half a year already.
But �n all that t�me, apparently, he hadn’t done more than say hello to her.
He’d spent the whole t�me off �n the shadows th�nk�ng to h�mself how
wonderful she was. That m�ght sound we�rd, but you could also see �t as
�nnocent.

Hav�ng taken on th�s role, I wanted to try to make th�ngs work between
them �f at all poss�ble. Tomo m�ght th�nk �t was none of my bus�ness, but
Takano seemed l�ke a respectable young man, albe�t rather shy and
awkward. If I gave them a chance, I thought, �t m�ght not be a total bust.

So I worked hard, not for the free coffee, but for the good of those two
young people. The f�rst step was to gather some �nformat�on on the sly. I
came to learn that there was no boyfr�end at present, and, �t seemed, there
was no one �n part�cular that she had on her m�nd. Her favor�te color was
Pruss�an blue. Her favor�te an�mal, the dormouse. And her favor�te
ne�ghborhood was, naturally, J�mbocho. All of th�s seemed perfectly �n l�ne
w�th what I knew of her, but �t felt a l�ttle b�t creepy that Tomo d�dn’t know
what was really go�ng on.

Hav�ng obta�ned th�s new �nformat�on, I proceeded to the Saveur, where
I passed �t along to Takano over a cup of free coffee. I leaned over the
counter and wh�spered, “It looks l�ke Tomo’s favor�te an�mal �s the
dormouse.”



“That . . . that’s amaz�ng,” Takano wh�spered back. Unfortunately, th�s
led to the surpr�s�ngly nosy owner start�ng the false rumor among the
regular customers that Takano and I were together.

What’s more, all my hard work on behalf of our young couple proved
totally useless. Takano, whose role was cruc�al, was not mak�ng any attempt
to start a conversat�on w�th Tomo, wh�ch meant we were mak�ng no
progress at all. He’d let out a v�ctory cry when he learned she d�dn’t have a
boyfr�end, but at th�s rate, �t was go�ng to take a decade before he could
even start mak�ng small talk w�th her. It would all come to noth�ng.

I was gett�ng �mpat�ent myself. There had to be some way to get these
two talk�ng. I thought of everyth�ng.

And then good news arr�ved from an unexpected source.
One afternoon, when Tomo and I were enjoy�ng a qu�et cup of tea, she

told me about the used book fest�val.
“Used book fest�val? What’s that?” I sa�d, dumbfounded.
“You don’t know about the fest�val, Takako? Every year �n the fall, all

the used bookstores �n the area set up an outdoor barga�n book market. So
many people come, the whole ne�ghborhood feels crowded and l�vely. It’s
�ncred�ble.”

“Oh wow. That sounds fun.”
“Your uncle’s do�ng �t too, of course.”
“Really?”
“Yeah, all the stores jo�n �n.”
I felt embarrassed that my uncle had never sa�d a word about th�s major

event. I vowed solemnly to exact my revenge on h�m later.
“I’m th�nk�ng about go�ng th�s year,” she sa�d.“Do you want to walk

around together?”
At that moment, I had a flash of �nsp�rat�on. “Yes. Let’s go. Let’s go,” I

sa�d, jump�ng at her offer. There m�ght be a way to take advantage of th�s. I
should tell Takano.
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The Kanda Used Book Fest�val took place over the course of a week �n late
October. And for that week, carts and bookshelves, crammed w�th used
books, crowded the streets �n an open-a�r flea market.

The fest�val was such a success that �t surpr�sed me. Book lovers of all
ages flocked to the ne�ghborhood. Maybe because �t was a once-a-year
event, but the turnout went far beyond my expectat�ons. You could feel the
energy on Yasukun� and Sakura Streets. Th�s old sep�a-toned ne�ghborhood
of secondhand bookshops was now buzz�ng w�th act�v�ty before noon. It
was a pretty spectacular s�ght.

Our Mor�sak� Bookshop jo�ned �n too, of course. My uncle and I
brought out the cart w�th all the used books we’d set as�de over the prev�ous
few days. To our del�ght, we had tw�ce as many customers as usual come to
the shop. There was even a brave soul who was so worr�ed he’d m�ss out on
the sale that he bought a whole cardboard box of our barga�n books.

As expected, my fest�val-lov�ng uncle was very much �n h�s element.
Apparently, he’d been com�ng to the fest�val almost every year s�nce he was
a k�d. Thanks to that, he could feel h�s body start to ache �n ant�c�pat�on
when that t�me of year came around.

“After th�s, �t’ll get cold, and the number of people com�ng to the store
w�ll decrease s�gn�f�cantly,” he sa�d. “We need to make enough money now
to get us through.” It was rare for my uncle to talk l�ke a bus�nessman, but
desp�te what he sa�d, when I lost s�ght of h�m for a moment, he was off
v�s�t�ng other shops. Of course, �t was up to me to br�ng h�m back.

On the even�ng of the th�rd day, I ended work early w�th my uncle’s
perm�ss�on and went out w�th Tomo to have a look around the rest of the
fest�val. And who should appear then, apparently by acc�dent, but Takano—
just as we’d planned.

“Oh, what a surpr�se,” he sa�d.



“Oh, wow, �t really �s,” I repl�ed. We were lousy actors putt�ng on an
obv�ous charade, but Tomo was so �nnocent that she d�dn’t seem to not�ce at
all.

And, w�th that, one of us sa�d, “The three of us should walk around
together.”

In front of Tomo, Takano was st�ff and tense at f�rst. I wh�spered to h�m
d�screetly, “What are you do�ng? You look l�ke RoboCop.”

“I’ve forgotten how to walk,” he repl�ed. Even h�s vo�ce sounded
robot�c. Tomo overheard h�m and burst out laugh�ng.

Why was �t that all the exc�tement �n the ne�ghborhood seemed to l�ft
our sp�r�ts as we walked around? The two of them were waltz�ng around
w�th such an�mated express�ons on the�r faces that they looked l�ke a
couple. Though at least �n Takano’s case, there was another major reason
for th�s. When Tomo spoke to h�m, he looked ecstat�c, l�ke he was runn�ng
through a f�eld of flowers. The look on h�s face was so funny that I
struggled not to burst out laugh�ng.

We bumped �nto Sabu as we were rummag�ng through the books at the
spec�al booth set up at the ma�n J�mbocho �ntersect�on. Sabu was w�th h�s
w�fe, and he was hold�ng so many paper bags that he could barely carry
them �n h�s hands. Sabu’s w�fe looked so elegant �n her perfectly matched
k�mono that I thought she m�ght be too good for h�m. But see�ng the two of
them s�de by s�de, I could sense that they had the k�nd of bond that can only
come from years spent together �n good t�mes and �n bad. The feel�ng was
overwhelm�ng.

“It looks l�ke you’ve bought qu�te a lot aga�n,” I sa�d to Sabu when I
saw all the bags he was hold�ng.

“He has,” h�s w�fe sa�d mournfully, g�v�ng Sabu a l�ttle push from the
s�de. “He keeps on buy�ng more books. Our house �s overrun w�th them
r�ght now. Would you m�nd com�ng by one day and buy�ng all of them?”

“Oh no, please not that,” Sabu sa�d, pan�ck�ng.“D�dn’t I down-s�ze a b�t
the other day?” He put h�s hands together, begg�ng her.

Even after they walked away, we couldn’t stop laugh�ng.
The crowds on Yasukun� Street d�dn’t go away once �t got dark. We

were st�ll happ�ly walk�ng around. We were on a shopp�ng spree, buy�ng all
the books we could get our hands on. “There’s an �nterest�ng shop over
here,” Tomo sa�d, and took us to K�ntoto Books, wh�ch sold grade-school



textbooks from the Ta�shō era, �n the early twent�eth century. On a wh�m, I
bought a Japanese textbook that cost two thousand yen. The language �n �t
was so old that �t ended up feel�ng surpr�s�ngly fresh.

In the even�ng as all the stores started to close, we went to the Western-
style restaurant �ns�de Sanse�dō and ate d�nner. By th�s po�nt, Takano was
pretty relaxed. He no longer seemed to see h�mself �n a f�eld of flowers
every t�me he was �n front of Tomo. It turned out he knew a lot about
fore�gn l�terature. Wh�le we ate, he spoke so eas�ly about the charms of
Faulkner, Capote, and Upd�ke that you never would have bel�eved how
awkward he’d been earl�er. Tomo and I were both properly �mpressed.

In the end, �t turned out to be a fulf�ll�ng and exc�t�ng day. Afterward,
Takano thanked me and sa�d how �ncred�bly grateful he was, but I d�dn’t see
any reason to thank me, because I was the one who enjoyed �t the most.
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On the last n�ght of the fest�val, after we closed the shop, I was s�tt�ng alone
�n my room �n a daze. Outs�de the w�ndow, the streets were so qu�et and st�ll
that the crowds of the past week already seemed l�ke a dream. As I lay on
my futon, the t�ck�ng of my alarm clock seemed too loud. I was star�ng up
at the ce�l�ng when I felt that strange uneasy feel�ng return, that lonel�ness
I’d felt when I f�rst arr�ved here.

Suddenly, there was a knock at the door. I felt my shoulders trembl�ng.
As I turned t�m�dly toward �t, I saw �n the narrow open�ng at the edge of the
sl�d�ng door an eye glar�ng back at me.

“Aahhhh!” I turned pale and shr�eked l�ke a hero�ne �n a horror mov�e.
“Oh, d�d I surpr�se you?” a strange, h�gh-p�tched vo�ce sa�d. And then a

shaggy head popped �nto v�ew.
I heaved a s�gh of rel�ef.
“Please don’t surpr�se me l�ke that, Uncle.”
“Sorry, sorry.” He put down the plast�c bag he’d been hold�ng �n both

hands and sa�d, “M�nd �f I come �n for a second?” as he walked �nto the
room. He took out some bottles of alcohol and ju�ce and set them up on the
l�ttle d�n�ng table. He’d even brought potato ch�ps and shredded squ�d
snacks.

“D�dn’t you go to the end-of-fest�val wrap party?” I asked.
“I just went to say hello and then I came back. Bes�des, I’d rather have a

wrap party w�th just the two of us,” he sa�d w�th a sm�le l�ke a m�sch�evous
ch�ld.

“Now that you ment�on �t, we’ve never had a dr�nk together.”
“Well, okay, then. Let’s do �t.” My uncle spread out all the contents of

h�s plast�c bag and we had our l�ttle wrap party. We s�pped our sake,
l�sten�ng to the fa�nt ch�rp�ng of cr�ckets through the open w�ndow. The



qu�et n�ght enveloped us. T�me passed so slowly that �t felt l�ke �t had come
to a halt.

My uncle stretched h�s legs comfortably as he leaned back aga�nst the
bookshelf.

“Takako, �t looks l�ke you’ve totally gotten used to l�fe here,” he sa�d.
“I th�nk so too. At f�rst I wasn’t so sure �t would work out, but somehow

�t has. I’m fully enjoy�ng th�s l�ttle vacat�on from my l�fe,” I sa�d w�th a
l�ttle laugh.

“I’m glad to hear �t.”
“But I’m frustrated too.”
“About what?”
“You knew from the beg�nn�ng that I’d totally love �t here.”
“Don’t feel bad about that. It makes me very happy that you l�ke �t. If

you want, you know, you can stay here forever.”
Hear�ng my uncle’s k�nd words, I felt a l�ttle tw�nge �n my heart.
“Why are you so good to me though? I know I’m your n�ece, but we

hadn’t seen each other �n so long.”
“Because I love you, Takako.” He sa�d �t w�thout any h�nt of

embarrassment. He seemed almost d�stracted. “I know, for you, I m�ght be
some relat�ve you don’t know that well, but for me �t’s d�fferent. For me,
you’re an angel.”

I almost sp�t out my beer.
No one had ever sa�d anyth�ng l�ke that to me before—no man, no

woman had ever talked to me l�ke that before.
“That’s r�ght. An angel. You’re the person who saved me.”
“Saved you?” I asked, understand�ng h�m less and less.
I had no memory of hav�ng ever done anyth�ng for h�m.
“That’s r�ght. You saved me. That’s just my way of th�nk�ng of �t. But

I’m sure �t won’t be a very �nterest�ng story to you. Let’s drop the subject.”
“No, I want to hear �t,” I sa�d s�ncerely.
My uncle stared at me for a moment and then asked �f I prom�sed I

wouldn’t laugh.
I nodded �n agreement, and my uncle started speak�ng slowly, as �f he

were remember�ng someth�ng from long ago.
“It started �n my late teens. I was feel�ng depressed. I couldn’t see the

value of l�fe anymore. I couldn’t seem to f�t �n, at home or at school. I just



w�thdrew �nto myself and closed everyth�ng else out. I was overly self-
consc�ous, I had too many �deals and amb�t�ons for one person, and because
of that, I ended up w�thout a s�ngle one I could hold on to. I was an empty
person. That’s what I was. It seemed l�ke there was absolutely nowhere I
belonged �n th�s world.”

I’d never had the sl�ghtest �nkl�ng that my uncle had felt th�s way. But I
also had no �dea what on earth th�s had to do w�th me be�ng an angel.

“You were born r�ght around that t�me. I f�rst met you when my s�ster
brought you back home to �ntroduce my father and everyone to h�s new
granddaughter. The �nstant I saw you, so t�ny wrapped up �n your blanket,
sleep�ng so peacefully, I thought I m�ght cry. How can I put �t? I could feel
the mystery of l�fe f�ll�ng my heart. The �dea of th�s ch�ld grow�ng up,
exper�enc�ng so many th�ngs for the f�rst t�me, absorb�ng so much—all of �t
brought me as much joy as �f �t were happen�ng to me.

“All of a sudden, I felt as �f my tw�sted heart was be�ng f�lled w�th
warm l�ght. It was st�ll blurry, but I could feel a sense of purpose grow�ng
w�th�n me. That’s when I made my dec�s�on. It was t�me to stop shutt�ng
myself up �n a cage. It was t�me to get mov�ng, to look around, and learn
what I could from �t all. T�me to go �n search of a place where I belonged, a
place where I could say w�th conf�dence that I felt r�ght. All the tr�ps I went
on, all the books I read, were the consequences of that dec�s�on. In other
words, Takako, meet�ng you led me to a k�nd of ep�phany.”

“An ep�phany . . . That’s amaz�ng.”
“So, that’s what I mean when I say you’re the one who saved me. That’s

why I’ll do anyth�ng for you.”
My uncle sa�d th�s so earnestly that I d�dn’t know how to respond. I felt

embarrassed by how ch�ld�sh I’d been, gett�ng angry at h�m, and feel�ng
sorry for myself. To th�nk that all th�s t�me he’d cared so much about me. I
felt l�ke I f�nally understood the reason that he’d been so k�nd to me when I
was l�ttle. I was an �d�ot. At the t�me I thought �t was my natural r�ght to be
treated so k�ndly.

The joy of real�z�ng that someone loved me that much made my heart
want to burst. I tr�ed to make a joke to hold back the tears well�ng up �n my
eyes. “Uncle,” I sa�d, “that’s not exactly d�alogue you should del�ver wh�le
you’re eat�ng shredded squ�d.”

My uncle laughed out loud.



“So d�d you end up f�nd�ng the place you belonged?”
“Well, I guess you m�ght say that. But �t took me many years to get

there.” My uncle nodded qu�etly. “Th�s �s �t. Our l�ttle, rundown Mor�sak�
Bookshop. I had so many asp�rat�ons. I flew all over the world only to end
up back at the place I’d known every b�t of s�nce I was a ch�ld. H�lar�ous,
�sn’t �t? After all that t�me, I came back here. That’s when I f�nally real�zed
�t wasn’t just a quest�on of where I was. It was about someth�ng �ns�de me.
No matter where I went, no matter who I was w�th, �f I could be honest w�th
myself, then that was where I belonged. By the t�me I real�zed that, half my
l�fe was over. So I went back to my favor�te harbor, and I dec�ded to drop
anchor. For me, th�s �s a sacred place. It’s where I feel most at ease.”

“That rem�nds me,” I sa�d. “A long t�me ago, Sabu told me that you
were the store’s sav�or.”

He laughed. “Its sav�or? That’s a pretty b�g exaggerat�on. Bas�cally,
when my father fell �ll, the bus�ness was on the br�nk—all I d�d was take
over and keep �t go�ng. At f�rst, my father was pretty strongly opposed to
me tak�ng over the shop. It was a tough t�me �n the used book bus�ness,
after all, and I was th�s �rrespons�ble guy. But I got down on my knees and
pleaded w�th h�m to entrust the shop to me.”

“So that’s how �t happened.”
“I mean I couldn’t s�t back and let �t all fall apart, could I? Th�s was

where I spent most of my ch�ldhood. I would s�t at the counter next to my
father, qu�etly read�ng books l�ke Hans Chr�st�an Andersen’s Fa�ry Tales,
and from t�me to t�me, he would stroke my head f�rmly w�th h�s g�ant hand.
I was truly happy then. It felt l�ke �f th�s place was gone, then all of my
memor�es would d�sappear too. I couldn’t handle that.”

I felt absolutely bowled over by what my uncle was tell�ng me.
I’d thought I knew—or at least I’d meant to f�nd out—what my

relat�onsh�p w�th my uncle was all about. D�dn’t I real�ze that he had h�s
own pr�vate worr�es and pa�n? D�dn’t I see that h�s heart had been cry�ng
out for far longer than m�ne had? Why d�dn’t I see how much was go�ng on
�ns�de h�m?

Maybe the reason my uncle was always clown�ng around �n front of
people was to h�de what he was feel�ng from them. The effort must have
been excruc�at�ng. To look at h�m, they’d never real�ze what he felt �ns�de . .
.



The thought of �t made my heart ache.
“I w�sh th�s place could have meant as much to Momoko too. She left

just as I was try�ng so hard to rebu�ld the bus�ness. R�ght up unt�l the end, I
st�ll had no sense what she was feel�ng beneath the surface.”

“Uncle.”
“Yes?”
“I love th�s shop. I really do.”
I’d meant to say someth�ng more clever, but that was all that came out

of my mouth. It was true, though, and I felt �t s�ncerely.
“Thank you. Th�s shop m�ght not be �nd�spensable for most people, but

�f �t matters that much to even just one other person, then I feel I can keep �t
go�ng for decades. It’s l�ke the l�ne from Naoe K�nosh�ta �n Confess�ons of a
Husband, ‘My boat travels l�ghtly, dr�ft�ng a�mlessly at the mercy of the
current.’ That’s how I want to l�ve my l�fe w�th th�s shop,” my uncle sa�d,
and then he sm�led w�thout say�ng any more.
 
From that n�ght, I started to th�nk more ser�ously about my own l�fe. I’d
found a warm, calm place to stay here, but I couldn’t rema�n dependent on
others forever. If I d�d, I would never grow up. My heart would always be
weak. I was conv�nced that �f I d�dn’t leave, I would never be able to start
over.

But the moment I thought that, my fears came rush�ng back. The
thought of leav�ng fr�ghtened me. Just let me stay a l�ttle longer. In my heart
I was st�ll dependent on others.

In the end, I hes�tated, and, for a long t�me afterward, I went on l�v�ng
on the second floor of the Mor�sak� Bookshop.

Maybe I was wa�t�ng for some k�nd of cue. Then one day, suddenly, �t
arr�ved.
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The call came on the second of January.
Instead of go�ng home for the hol�days, I spent the per�od around New

Year’s Day hang�ng around the bookshop. W�th the store closed unt�l the
f�fth and my uncle off on a tr�p to the hot spr�ngs w�th h�s fr�ends from the
booksellers’ assoc�at�on, I was all by myself.

Over the hol�day, J�mbocho was a ghost town. S�nce there weren’t any
homes �n the area, and the restaurants and compan�es were closed for the
hol�days, there was really no one around. There weren’t even many cars
dr�v�ng down Yasukun� Street.

On New Year’s Eve, Tomo and I went to v�s�t the Yush�ma Tenj�n
Shr�ne, but bes�des that, my calendar was bas�cally blank. So on New
Year’s Day and the day after, I got up early and strolled around the
ne�ghborhood. It felt great to walk around the deserted c�ty. Even the a�r
seemed much clearer. W�th my scarf flutter�ng �n the w�nd, I made my way
at random, stopp�ng aga�n and aga�n to take another deep breath.

When I came home �n the even�ng on the second, there was a bl�nk�ng
l�ght on the cell phone that I’d left �n the room. I’d already deleted the
number from my phone, but I recogn�zed �t as soon as I saw �t �n my m�ssed
calls. At that moment, all of the good feel�ngs of the day mag�cally
van�shed. I felt my chest t�ghten. My f�nger trembled as I tapped the button
and l�stened to the message.

“Hey, Takako, �t’s been a wh�le. You good? I’ve got zero plans at the
moment. You want to come out? If you call me, I can be r�ght over.”

I pressed delete before I’d heard the whole message. But �t was too late.
That awful feel�ng was already spread�ng rap�dly through my heart. It
happened so qu�ckly. And now I would never get r�d of that feel�ng.

When the shop reopened after the hol�days, the pa�n �n my heart only
got worse. I can’t put �t �nto words exactly, but �t was l�ke there was th�s



th�ng that was heavy and cold and �t was start�ng to close around my heart.
It made me real�ze once aga�n that none of those th�ngs had ever been
resolved. I had just tossed �t all as�de, wa�t�ng for my memor�es to fade
away over t�me. But even though s�x months had gone by, just hear�ng h�s
vo�ce for a moment had left me all churned up �ns�de. I understood at last
that none of my problems had been solved. The trouble was st�ll there.

“Takako, �s there someth�ng you need to get off your chest? If
someth�ng’s go�ng on, talk to me.” Around the end of January as we were
clos�ng up the shop, my uncle suddenly sa�d th�s to me.

I was flustered. “How d�d you know?”
“What do you mean? It’s obv�ous just look�ng at you. Your uncle’s not

bl�nd,” he sa�d, almost sulk�ng.
It was just ch�ld�sh. I’d been act�ng l�ke everyth�ng was normal, but my

uncle saw through the whole th�ng.
“You seemed l�ke you were do�ng really well, so I wasn’t worr�ed about

you before. But lately, you just seem really off. When I try to talk to you,
�t’s l�ke you’re not there.”

“That’s true, I guess . . .”
“Yes, �t’s true. Well, I m�ght not be up to the challenge, but �f you talk to

me you m�ght feel a l�ttle better.”
I hadn’t planned on tell�ng anyone about �t, but hear�ng what my uncle

sa�d, I real�zed I was wrong. I’d wanted someone to ask me about �t. I’d
wanted someone to console me. I’d wanted someone to take care of me. It
amazed me how utterly pathet�c I was, but my uncle’s words had w�ped out
my defenses.

As we sat together �n my room dr�nk�ng, I told h�m the whole story.
Outs�de a cold w�nter ra�n started to fall. We could hear the patter of
ra�ndrops h�tt�ng the w�ndow.

“It’s not a b�g deal,” I sa�d to preface the story, and as I told h�m what
happened, I real�zed that �t actually wasn’t a b�g deal after all. I’d lost my
boyfr�end and I’d lost my job. That’s �t. M�dway through the story, �t all
seemed so �ns�gn�f�cant that I couldn’t help but laugh. I fought through �t
and f�n�shed the story, and once I d�d, I felt a l�ttle b�t better.

The whole t�me my uncle just l�stened w�thout utter�ng a word, as he
drank h�s wh�sky w�th unusual speed. Even when I f�nally f�n�shed my story



after an hour of halt�ng and stutter�ng, he d�dn’t say anyth�ng for a long
t�me. He stared at the glass �n h�s hand l�ke he was th�nk�ng of someth�ng.

Then, at last, he dra�ned the rema�n�ng alcohol from h�s glass and sa�d
dec�s�vely, “All r�ght, let’s go make h�m apolog�ze. We’re go�ng to make
h�m say, ‘I’m sorry I hurt you. I’m a terr�ble person.’”

I was dumbfounded. Th�s was a totally unexpected development.
“What? Now? It’s already eleven.”
“Doesn’t matter.” As he sa�d th�s, my uncle got up and started to go

outs�de. I grabbed hold of h�s arm �n a pan�c.
“It’s okay. I was be�ng stup�d. I just wanted to tell someone what

happened. You’re drunk, aren’t you?”
“Nah, I’m not drunk. Well, maybe a l�ttle. But that’s bes�de the po�nt.

Aren’t you mad, Takako? He took advantage of you.”
“Yeah, I’m mad. I’ve been gett�ng madder and madder, and I’m st�ll

mad.
“That’s why we’re go�ng. You need to get th�s off your chest. If not, the

ghost of th�s th�ng w�ll haunt you forever.”
“Yes, but I’ll be even more embarrassed �f �t turns �nto me act�ng l�ke a

l�ttle k�d try�ng to br�ng �n my parents when I get �n a f�ght,” I sa�d, on the
verge of tears.

“There’s noth�ng to be embarrassed about!” My uncle shouted �n a vo�ce
that seemed shock�ngly loud com�ng from someone so small. The sound of
h�s vo�ce reverberated �n the l�ttle room. “There’s noth�ng to be embarrassed
about. You are my n�ece, and you matter to me. I already told you, d�dn’t I?
I really love you. So I can’t allow th�s guy to get away w�th that. It’s my
own ego. I can’t let �t go.”

“You keep contrad�ct�ng yourself. And, �n the end, �t just comes down to
your ego.”

“That’s why I’m go�ng to get th�s off my chest. Even �f you don’t come
w�th me, I’m st�ll go�ng. Tell me the address. I’m go�ng to g�ve h�m a
beat�ng.”

A beat�ng? Th�s conversat�on was suddenly head�ng �n a dangerous
d�rect�on.

“Wa-wa�t a second. That’s not go�ng to end well. Someone w�ll call the
pol�ce. And he was on the rugby team �n h�gh school and college. If a str�ng



bean l�ke you tr�es to beat h�m up, you’ll end up gett�ng beat up ten t�mes
worse.”

“Th-that doesn’t faze me,” my uncle sa�d, but he started to back away a
l�ttle.

“Come on. Let’s not do anyth�ng fool�sh. Let’s go back to dr�nk�ng,” I
sa�d, forc�ng a sm�le as I tr�ed to smooth th�ngs over.

“Don’t run away from �t, Takako,” my uncle sa�d, turn�ng back to me
w�th a terr�ble ser�ousness. “I’m w�th you. Don’t run away.”

My uncle looked at me f�ercely. I could see the �ntens�ty �n h�s eyes. For
a few seconds, we just stared at each other.

He was r�ght. I couldn’t run away. If I d�d, noth�ng would change.
Wasn’t that obv�ous?

I b�t down hard on my tongue.
“Okay, I get �t. Let’s go, Uncle.”
My uncle nodded f�rmly.

 
By the t�me we arr�ved �n front of h�s apartment, after forty m�nutes �n a
tax�, the ra�n was grow�ng more and more �ntense. We got drenched as we
ran to the entrance w�thout an umbrella.

“Th�s �s �t?”
My uncle had stopped �n front of the door w�th the number 204 on �t.
“Def�n�tely,” I repl�ed. Old memor�es were st�rr�ng �ns�de me.
Th�nk�ng back, I probably only came here two t�mes wh�le we were

together. When we met at someone’s place, �t was always m�ne. The fact
that I was only now real�z�ng there was someth�ng we�rd about th�s
arrangement proved how slow I was.

Ra�ndrops dr�pp�ng from h�s ha�r, my uncle rang the doorbell w�thout a
moment’s hes�tat�on. My whole body was trembl�ng from the cold and the
stress. I felt nauseous too. Whatever assert�veness I’d felt when I sa�d “I get
�t” faded away qu�ckly once I was stand�ng �n front of H�deak�’s place.

As I stared at the metal door wa�t�ng for a response, deep down I
thought about how much better I would feel �f we just left and pretended
noth�ng ever happened. But �t was already too late. We heard someone
rummag�ng around on the other s�de of the door, then the cl�ck of the door
unlock�ng, after wh�ch the door opened about the w�dth of a f�nger.

A low, fam�l�ar vo�ce sa�d, “Who �s �t?”



My uncle �mmed�ately grabbed the door and forced �t open.
H�deak� was stand�ng stock-st�ll �n the entrance, wear�ng a tracksu�t, h�s

mouth open �n shock. He had probably just fallen asleep. H�s ha�r was
messy and you could see the �mpr�nt of h�s p�llow on h�s cheek. But those
sol�d, well-def�ned shoulders and almond-shaped eyes were just as I
remembered them. It made sense, of course. It’s not as �f ten years had
passed. In that moment, I felt that stabb�ng pa�n �n my chest return.

H�deak� looked back and forth at the two of us, w�de-eyed w�th surpr�se,
then turned to my uncle and asked, “Who are you?”

“I’m Takako’s uncle.”
“Huh?”
“I’m her uncle Satoru. Her mom �s my older s�ster.”
“No, I get that part. I mean what are you do�ng here?”
“Oh, I wouldn’t be here w�thout a reason. Do we look l�ke we’re here to

ask you to subscr�be to a newspaper?”
“No, I mean, tell me what bus�ness you have here,” H�deak� sa�d,

sound�ng a l�ttle exasperated.
I was watch�ng the back-and-forth between them anx�ously. My uncle

was be�ng extremely aggress�ve that n�ght.
“You want to know why we’re here? We’re here because you d�d

someth�ng terr�ble to her. Don’t act l�ke you have no �dea what I’m talk�ng
about.”

“Eh?” The volume of H�deak�’s vo�ce went up a level. But my uncle
wasn’t the least b�t daunted.

“You toyed w�th her emot�ons so merc�lessly that you drove her to qu�t
her job. Don’t you feel anyth�ng? Don’t you feel any remorse for hurt�ng
someone so badly?”

“Hey, hey. I hurt her? Is that what she sa�d?”
“That’s r�ght.”
“Are you stup�d? Maybe �t’s because you’re her uncle, I don’t know, but

you th�nk you can just swallow everyth�ng th�s woman says? It’s obv�ous
she’s ly�ng. She’s the one who pushed herself on me!”

“How would she benef�t from ly�ng? Isn’t �t your fault that she qu�t her
job, and that she’s st�ll suffer�ng?”

“She probably qu�t because she felt l�ke �t.”



My uncle let out a b�g s�gh when he heard what H�deak� sa�d. “It’s no
use, Takako. Th�s guy’s rotten to the core.”

“Hey, old man, watch what you say.”
H�deak� came forward �nto the hall, glar�ng at my uncle. My uncle was

short, and H�deak� was so tall that there was an almost twenty-cent�meter
d�fference �n he�ght between them. So even though my uncle was glar�ng
back at H�deak�, the �mpact was, unfortunately, l�m�ted.

“Is someth�ng wrong?”
A woman �n pajamas poked her head out from �ns�de the apartment. It

was h�s f�ancée, Murano.
Th�ngs had gone from bad to worse. Stand�ng there m�ght be

embarrass�ng, �t m�ght be unbearable, but there was no way out now.
“Takako?” Murano sa�d. When she not�ced me, she frowned and sa�d,

“What on earth happened? You’re all wet.”
“She showed up out of nowhere. Isn’t that r�ght, Takako? Have you

gone crazy? What were you th�nk�ng of show�ng up �n the m�ddle of the
n�ght w�th th�s old man �n tow?”

“Tell h�m, Takako.”
“Umm . . .”
Fr�ghtened, I looked and saw everyone was star�ng at me.
How had I ended up here?
I felt p�erced by the�r glances. I wanted to d�sappear �n a puff of smoke.

They were all wa�t�ng s�lently for me to say someth�ng. I ransacked my
bra�n for someth�ng to say that m�ght somehow br�ng the s�tuat�on to a
peaceful end.

I was just �n the ne�ghborhood and thought I’d drop by . . . I was hop�ng
he’d return a book I’d lent h�m . . . I wanted to congratulate you on your
engagement . . . No. That was all wrong. What I wanted to say was
someth�ng else ent�rely. Why was I here? To get someth�ng off my chest. If
I just told them what they wanted to hear, that wouldn’t f�x anyth�ng.

I told my heart to brace �tself.
“I . . .”
Everyone’s attent�on was focused on my mouth. I took a deep breath.

My uncle was look�ng at me w�th encouragement. Tears formed �n my eyes.
And at that moment I could feel all of the emot�ons that had been bu�ld�ng



�n my chest well�ng up w�th�n me. There was no t�me to th�nk—suddenly,
the words came pour�ng out of my mouth �n a torrent.

“I came because I want you to apolog�ze! You m�ght have just been
play�ng around, but �t wasn’t l�ke that for me. I really loved you. I am a
person. I have feel�ngs. You m�ght look at me and see just a woman you can
take advantage of, but I th�nk about th�ngs, I breathe, I cry. Do you know
how much you hurt me? I . . . I . . .”

After that, I was at a loss for words. I was also sopp�ng wet from head
to toe from the ra�n and the tears and my runny nose. But after all th�s t�me,
I had f�nally been able to say the words I’d wanted to say that n�ght �n the
restaurant.

“Well sa�d, Takako,” my uncle sa�d, putt�ng h�s arm around me and
draw�ng me close to h�m.

“What are you go�ng to do? She just told you honestly how she feels.
You have to respond.”

H�deak� hung h�s head for a long t�me, say�ng noth�ng. F�nally, he
muttered qu�etly, “Th�s �s r�d�culous. I don’t have t�me to hang around w�th
people l�ke you who have noth�ng to do. I’m go�ng to bed. Unless you want
me to call the pol�ce, you’d better go home.”

After he sa�d th�s, he qu�etly closed the door. We could hear the lock
cl�ck on the �ns�de of the door. Then �t was qu�et �n the hall.

“Hey!”
My uncle stared at the door w�th the �ntens�ty of a bullf�ghter. Then he

banged on �t loudly w�th h�s f�sts. I held on to h�m desperately from beh�nd.
“That’s enough, Uncle.”
“But Takako.”
“It was enough. Really. I feel better, maybe better than I’ve felt �n my

whole l�fe up t�ll now. It’s amaz�ng. Th�s m�ght be the f�rst t�me I’ve ever
ra�sed my vo�ce and told another person what I really felt,” I sa�d, and then
burst out laugh�ng at my uncle w�th my face covered �n tears and snot.

“If you say so, Takako . . .” my uncle mumbled, seem�ng a l�ttle
d�ssat�sf�ed.

“It’s really okay now.”
“Let’s go home then, shall we? At th�s rate, we’ll both catch a cold.”
Fac�ng the door, I murmured a f�nal goodbye to the place, and then I left

�t all beh�nd.



In the tax� on the way home, we barely sa�d anyth�ng. My uncle, hav�ng
exhausted all h�s energy, lay slumped �n the back seat. I sat bes�de h�m, set
free at last from my anx�et�es, lost �n my own thoughts.

It wasn’t solely H�deak�’s fault. I’d known that from the beg�nn�ng. I
was half to blame for the way th�ngs turned out. It was my carelessness and
my lack of w�ll that made the s�tuat�on poss�ble.

But I’d just needed to say what I was feel�ng, no matter what. Even �f
someone told me I was be�ng self�sh, I had to share what I was th�nk�ng. I’d
been suffer�ng because I was too weak to do that. Maybe H�deak� never
bel�eved he had any reason to be blamed, and he felt caught off guard by
my react�on, but I st�ll needed to vent what I was feel�ng to h�m. If not, I
couldn’t move on. No matter how much t�me passed, I’d st�ll be stuck. If
my uncle hadn’t g�ven me the chance, I would’ve just been left hold�ng on
to these feel�ngs forever.

I turned the words around �ns�de my m�nd, try�ng to express how
grateful I was to my uncle. But noth�ng came out. In the end, the only th�ng
I could come up w�th was just one word. So I sa�d �t to h�m s�ncerely.

“Thanks . . .”
My uncle sm�led and pulled me by the shoulder closer to h�m. Sens�ng

the warmth of h�s body next to m�ne, I felt a wave of rel�ef well up from
deep w�th�n me.

I was protected. There was someone who worr�ed about me, who got
angry because what happened to me mattered as much as �f �t had happened
to h�m.

For a long t�me, I’d let myself feel l�ke I was totally alone �n th�s b�g
world, but all along there was someone close by, th�nk�ng about me, look�ng
out for me. That made me �mmensely happy.

The tax� we were r�d�ng �n drove s�lently across the ra�ny, neon-streaked
c�ty.



8

It was r�ght after that that I dec�ded to leave the shop. As strange as �t m�ght
sound, that event gave me the boost I needed. All my troubles had van�shed,
and my body felt l�ght. At last I was ready to leave.

I found a new place where I could l�ve start�ng �n March. It was pretty
far away from the shop, but �t was the best I could do. I st�ll had a lot of
quest�ons about what I was go�ng to do next. For the t�me be�ng, however,
I’d gotten a part-t�me pos�t�on at a l�ttle des�gn f�rm through my old job.

When I told my uncle I �ntended to leave, he seemed qu�te surpr�sed.
“You don’t have to rush �nto any dec�s�ons,” he sa�d �n a pan�c.

But I had already made my dec�s�on.
“I’ve been enjoy�ng th�s l�ttle vacat�on from my l�fe for a long t�me

already. If I don’t go now to look for the place where I belong, I m�ght end
up never f�nd�ng �t.”

My uncle l�stened to me, but he d�dn’t say anyth�ng else.
The month before I moved to my new place, I savored my last days at

the Mor�sak� Bookshop. I worked d�l�gently and spent my free t�me read�ng
lots of books. Out of grat�tude, I also d�d a deep clean of the shop and the
second floor. And I even carefully organ�zed the collect�on of books that
was crammed haphazardly �nto the spare room on the day I arr�ved.

I let the regular customers and everyone at the Saveur know that I was
leav�ng. They were all sorry to see me go. It almost made me cry to
d�scover they cared so much about me. Sabu went so far as to say that I
should marry h�s son and jo�n h�s fam�ly. And �t seemed l�ke he was actually
go�ng to br�ng h�m by to set us up.

Takano and Tomo held a l�ttle go�ng-away party for me. We gathered
around a hotpot �n my room on the second floor of the shop and celebrated
late �nto the n�ght. Tomo told me how sad she was that her book-lov�ng



fr�end wouldn’t be around anymore. “Next year,” she sa�d, “let’s go to the
fest�val together aga�n, okay?”

That n�ght Takano wh�spered to me that he’d taken Tomo to the mov�es
�n Sh�buya a b�t earl�er. They d�dn’t seem to be a couple yet, but, g�ven
where Takano had started, th�s sounded l�ke substant�al progress. I was so
happy to hear �t, I actually sa�d, “Not bad!” and slapped h�m as hard as I
could on h�s slender back.

It was after th�s that Murano, H�deak�’s f�ancée, contacted me
unexpectedly, and we met up at the coffee shop to talk. My b�ggest worry
about that n�ght was that we’d ended up be�ng terr�bly rude to her as well. I
headed to the place we’d agreed upon, plann�ng to offer my s�ncere
apology. But once we were face to face, she was the one bow�ng deeply to
apolog�ze to me. She sa�d she’d had her susp�c�ons about h�s behav�or
earl�er on, but after my unusual appearance that n�ght, everyth�ng cl�cked
for her. She quest�oned h�m aga�n and aga�n unt�l he f�nally confessed. Unt�l
that n�ght, she sa�d, she never would have guessed that I was the other
woman.

I kept try�ng earnestly to apolog�ze to her. I sa�d, “I’m to blame too,” but
she just shook her head. She sa�d the wedd�ng was off now. When I heard
that, I rushed to apolog�ze aga�n, but she sa�d f�rmly, “It’s not your fault,
Takako.”

That gu�lty feel�ng stayed w�th me though. When I told my uncle the
next day what had happened, he sa�d, “She’s r�ght. Isn’t �t better to f�nd out
now �nstead of after they’re marr�ed when �t’s too late?” My uncle m�ght be
b�ased s�nce he desp�sed H�deak�, but when I real�zed he had a po�nt, I felt a
we�ght be�ng l�fted off my shoulders.

My uncle and I spent my last n�ght at the shop dr�nk�ng coffee together
on the veranda on the second floor, star�ng up at the dark w�nter sky.

He gave me a g�ant stack of old books to remember my days at the
bookshop. He sa�d they were all books that had made a deep �mpress�on on
h�m when he was young. Peek�ng �nto the heavy paper bag, I saw he’d
f�lled �t w�th books by some pretty ser�ous wr�ters, people l�ke Takeh�ko
Fukunaga and Kazuo Ozak�.

We spent our last n�ght together feel�ng really at ease w�th one another.
I’ll never forget what my uncle sa�d to me then.



“There’s one th�ng I want you to prom�se me,” he sa�d f�rst as a
preamble. Then he sa�d, “Don’t be afra�d to love someone. When you fall �n
love, I want you to fall �n love all the way. Even �f �t ends �n heartache,
please don’t l�ve a lonely l�fe w�thout love. I’ve been so worr�ed that
because of what happened you’ll g�ve up on fall�ng �n love. Love �s
wonderful. I don’t want you to forget that. Those memor�es of people you
love, they never d�sappear. They go on warm�ng your heart as long as you
l�ve. When you get old l�ke me, you’ll understand. How about �t—can you
prom�se me?”

“I get �t. I prom�se,” I sa�d. “I th�nk th�s place taught me that. So you
don’t have to worry.”

“In that case, you’ll be alr�ght, no matter where you go.”
“Thank you, Uncle.”

 
The day of my departure, I stood �n the morn�ng l�ght, star�ng at the
Mor�sak� Bookshop. Such a t�ny old wooden bu�ld�ng. I l�ved here, I
thought, but I could hardly bel�eve �t.

I rema�ned where I was for a wh�le, my breath turn�ng wh�te �n the cold
a�r. The street was enveloped �n soft morn�ng l�ght. None of the stores had
opened yet, and everyth�ng around seemed so profoundly peaceful and
qu�et.

I stood up stra�ght, faced the shop, and bowed deeply. I vowed never to
forget what my l�fe at the bookshop had g�ven me.

My uncle took the trouble to see me off desp�te how early �t was. I
thanked h�m from the bottom of my heart.

He had become an enormously �mportant part of my l�fe. It’s funny. I
never would’ve �mag�ned th�ngs turn�ng out th�s way when I f�rst arr�ved
here.

As we sa�d goodbye, my uncle’s manly att�tude of the n�ght before
suddenly d�sappeared and he let h�mself sob l�ke a ch�ld �n front of
everyone.

“I can’t take �t. Please don’t go, Takako,” he sa�d, hold�ng my hand so
t�ghtly I thought he m�ght never let go.

“I can come back and see you anyt�me,” I sa�d. It seemed backward, but
I was now consol�ng h�m.



“You take care of yourself for me, w�ll you? And I’ll look after the
shop, no matter what.”

It felt l�ke �f I stayed there a second longer, I’d lose my nerve to leave.
So I qu�ckly sa�d goodbye to my uncle, who was st�ll try�ng to hold on to
me, and walked away down the street.

I kept on mov�ng, mak�ng �t to the end of Sakura Street w�thout look�ng
back. As I was walk�ng, the memor�es came rush�ng back, and tears f�lled
my eyes. But I somehow held on and walked to the end of the street.

Then on a hunch I stopped and snuck a look beh�nd me. I saw my uncle
stand�ng r�ght �n the m�ddle of the street wav�ng to me, look�ng so small �n
the d�stance. See�ng h�m l�ke that, I couldn’t hold on any longer. I burst �nto
tears and started to sob.

I waved back to h�m w�th my face crumpled, and tears came pour�ng
down my cheeks.

In response, my uncle waved back even more enthus�ast�cally. I could
see the morn�ng l�ght sh�n�ng beh�nd h�m.

I shouted, “Take care!” turned around, and walked �nto the crowds of
Yasukun� Street.

See�ng me sobb�ng as I marched down the street, the people I passed
must have surely thought there was someth�ng wrong w�th th�s we�rd
woman. But I d�dn’t care �n the sl�ghtest. After all, I was cry�ng because I
wanted to cry, and these were the happ�est tears I’d ever known.

In the br�sk early morn�ng a�r, I sensed a fa�nt s�gn of the spr�ng to
come. I looked stra�ght ahead and kept go�ng.



Part Two

Momoko Returns



1

“Takako, �t’s been so long! I feel l�ke I’ve been away for a hundred years.”
That’s how my aunt Momoko greeted me when she saw me �n front of

the Mor�sak� Bookshop. She let out a loud laugh. She had a vo�ce that
carr�ed, and you could hear �t reverberat�ng down the l�ttle street of
bookstores.

It was true. She had come back. Now that she was stand�ng �n front of
me, �t f�nally felt real. Uncle Satoru had told me she was back and so I
knew th�s, at least, �n my head. But unt�l I actually saw her, I d�dn’t really
bel�eve �t. If a fr�end had told me they’d seen a ghost, I would’ve felt the
same way.

But Momoko was really there. And she was �ncred�bly cheerful. What
was she so cheerful about? Was th�s the behav�or of someone who suddenly
reappeared after d�sappear�ng for f�ve years? Uncle Satoru, on the other
hand, was stand�ng there look�ng l�ke a dog who had just eaten someth�ng
rotten. Shouldn’t �t have been the other way around?

“You look l�ke you’ve seen a ghost,” she sa�d to me, act�ng offended.
“That’s a l�ttle harsh.” I hadn’t sa�d a word to her th�s whole t�me.

I almost told her I would’ve been less surpr�sed �f I had seen a ghost,
but somehow I held back and managed to say, “You look great.” It had been
more than ten years s�nce we’d seen each other.

When Momoko was young, she was qu�te pretty. Maybe not drop-dead
gorgeous, but there was a qu�et beauty to her that caught your eye �n an odd
way. L�ke a stone you see gl�tter�ng on the beach that’s not worth much on
the market, but there’s st�ll someth�ng about the way �t sh�nes. When I was a
ch�ld and I saw her at fam�ly gather�ngs, I was always �mpressed by the way
she sat so properly, tucked away �n the farthest corner, as �f she were try�ng
not to stand out (Momoko �s pretty small �n stature). There was someth�ng
almost myst�cal about her.



Desp�te the years, Momoko was st�ll beaut�ful. She wore a s�mple outf�t
—a brown sweater w�th blue jeans—and barely any makeup. And yet w�th
her perfect posture, her express�ve face, and her br�sk way of talk�ng, she
st�ll seemed young. Rather than gett�ng older, she looked more l�ke she’d
shed anyth�ng that was unnecessary.

In any case, th�s woman who was burst�ng w�th energy d�dn’t look at all
l�ke someone who had run off and suddenly come home. My uncle, on the
other hand, w�th h�s hunched posture, shabby clothes, and messy ha�r, was
look�ng awfully old.

“Takako, you look just l�ke your mother,” Momoko sa�d, narrow�ng her
eyes and squ�nt�ng at me. “At your grandfather’s funeral, you were �n h�gh
school. It seems l�ke that was just yesterday.”

And that’s how my uncle Satoru, my aunt Momoko, and I were all
reun�ted on a br�ght and clear autumn even�ng, �n front of the Mor�sak�
Bookshop.



2

“She’s back.”
Two days earl�er, my uncle had called. He sounded ag�tated. It had

already been a year and a half s�nce I’d left the Mor�sak� Bookshop.
After my long vacat�on there had ended, I started work�ng at a small

des�gn f�rm. Three months ago, they’d promoted me from part-t�me to full-
t�me, wh�ch meant that my days were sl�ghtly bus�er, so �t had been about a
couple of months s�nce I’d stopped by for a v�s�t.

So when my uncle called me, I’d assumed he was just go�ng to ask me
to come see h�m. But hear�ng how upset he sounded, I knew someth�ng b�g
had happened.

On the phone, my uncle descr�bed the s�tuat�on �n so much deta�l that I
started to get �mpat�ent. To br�efly summar�ze our two-hour conversat�on,
th�s �s what happened.

On that part�cular day, my uncle had been work�ng �n h�s shop �n
J�mbocho from the morn�ng to the even�ng, as usual. At lunch, he’d sold
some rare volumes of Ōga� Mor� and Sakunosuke Oda, a pretty good haul
for the day, so he was �n a part�cularly good mood at the start of the
even�ng. He was wh�stl�ng as he closed up the shop when he heard someone
qu�etly open the front door and come �ns�de.

He thought, “Oh no, a customer at th�s hour?” But he had h�s back to the
door and was focused on clos�ng for the day. The customer d�dn’t seem to
be com�ng any farther �ns�de. They were just stand�ng there �n front of the
door, almost l�ke they were hold�ng the�r breath. How odd. My uncle started
to get susp�c�ous and turned around. Then he heard the customer mutter
someth�ng. Hear�ng that vo�ce was such a shock that my uncle sa�d �t felt
l�ke “gett�ng h�t over the head ten thousand t�mes.”

At f�rst, he thought he must be wrong, but he knew there was no way
that could be true. It was �mposs�ble for h�m not to recogn�ze that vo�ce—as



�mposs�ble as squeez�ng a hundred people �nto the Mor�sak� Bookshop.
Wh�le my uncle was st�ll frozen w�th h�s back to her, unable to move,

the customer repeated what she’d sa�d a l�ttle more clearly, “Satoru . . .”
He took a deep breath and turned at last to see the owner of that vo�ce.

Suddenly, the fam�l�ar �nter�or of the store receded �nto the d�stance, and
there, �n focus �n the center of h�s f�eld of v�ew, was a s�ngle f�gure: h�s
w�fe, who had left h�m f�ve years earl�er w�thout so much as a word, unt�l
th�s moment. He couldn’t look away from her. He felt l�ke he was dream�ng.
He’d had dreams l�ke th�s hundreds of t�mes before. But �n those dreams,
h�s w�fe had never felt th�s real. It was def�n�tely Momoko stand�ng there,
look�ng almost exactly the way she d�d before she left.

After a long s�lence, Momoko qu�etly sm�led and sa�d, “I’m home.”
She sa�d �t exactly as �f she’d just come back from a short walk. Her

only luggage was a l�ttle bag she held �n one hand.
My uncle stared at her for a long t�me before he f�nally repl�ed,

“Welcome back.”
W�thout say�ng anyth�ng more, Momoko went up qu�etly to the room on

the second floor. She’d been l�v�ng on the second floor of the bookshop
ever s�nce . . .
 
“Wa�t, wa�t, wa�t a second.” I had been l�sten�ng pat�ently on the phone, but
at th�s po�nt he had gone past the l�m�ts of my endurance.

“What!? What’s all th�s ‘I’m home!’ ‘Welcome back!’ What do you
mean she moved �n? It sounds l�ke a ghost story.”

“But �t’s all true, Takako,” my uncle repl�ed earnestly.
“If that’s true, then you’re both we�rd. Why d�d Momoko suddenly

come back? And why d�d you just welcome her �n w�thout gett�ng upset?”
“I don’t understand �t myself,” my uncle sa�d, sound�ng bew�ldered. He

seemed deeply affected by what he’d told me. “But �t happened so
naturally.”

I was now too flabbergasted to speak. Granted, my uncle was a pretty
unusual person, but the way they both were act�ng flew �n the face of
common sense.

“And after that d�d she happen to tell you anyth�ng more?” I asked h�m
�n all ser�ousness.



My uncle repl�ed nonchalantly, “Yeah, I don’t know. It’s k�nd of hard to
ask about �t.”

“Well, �n that case, why don’t you take her back to the house �n
Kun�tach� and ask her about �t the r�ght way?”

“She doesn’t l�ke �t there. She says �t’s hard to relax. She l�kes �t better
on the second floor of the shop. L�sten, Takako, I don’t have the sl�ghtest
�dea how women’s emot�ons work. Why do you th�nk she came back?”

I could hear how perplexed he was at the other end of the rece�ver. But I
repl�ed coldly, “How should I know? She’s your w�fe. Shouldn’t you know
her better than anyone else?”

“I thought I knew her better than anyone else, but now everyth�ng’s
screwed up. I’m grop�ng around �n the dark. You’re a g�rl. There’s got to be
some k�nd of mutual understand�ng you share as women, r�ght?”

“We have the same gender, but I th�nk we m�ght be ent�rely d�fferent
spec�es,” I sa�d. My uncle was qu�et for a long t�me, then he just sa�d, “But,
Takako . . . do you th�nk . . . she’s go�ng to leave aga�n?”

Hear�ng the urgency �n my uncle’s vo�ce made me change my m�nd a
t�ny b�t. I could st�ll see how sad and lonely he’d looked from beh�nd as he
walked wear�ly up the road that n�ght I asked h�m about Momoko. He st�ll
loved her, no matter what. And he was st�ll �n pa�n. I never wanted to see
h�m l�ke that aga�n �f there was anyth�ng I could do about �t.

“You don’t want her to go?”
“I don’t know. Before, I used to th�nk that as long as she was happy

where she was, I was f�ne w�th that. But now she’s back, my feel�ngs are
start�ng to change. But that doesn’t mean that I want her to be unhappy. Ah,
I’m such a jerk.”

Good gr�ef. We weren’t go�ng to make any progress th�s way. I gave up
and asked h�m, “So, what do you want to ask me?”

“Huh? How d�d you know I wanted to ask you someth�ng?”
“I know. How much t�me have we spent together?”
“Ah, Takako, there’s no more wonderful n�ece �n th�s world. I owe you.”
It was mostly what I expected, but my uncle wanted me to f�nd out what

Momoko was really th�nk�ng. Why had she come back now? And what d�d
she plan to do next? He sa�d that f�ve years ago she’d left beh�nd a two-l�ne
note: “I’m f�ne. Please don’t look for me.” She d�dn’t really take any bags



w�th her. S�nce he hadn’t not�ced any s�gns or advance warn�ng that th�s was
go�ng to happen, he had no �dea what was go�ng to happen now.

He had m�xed feel�ngs about �t, but after a lot of worry�ng, he ended up
follow�ng the �nstruct�ons �n her note and d�dn’t look for her. He sa�d he
never even put �n a m�ss�ng person’s report to the pol�ce. “We were never
blessed w�th ch�ldren of our own,” he sa�d, “and she took a l�k�ng to you,
Takako. That’s why I th�nk you’re the one she’ll talk to.” He added,
“Thanks �n advance!” at the end before he hung up.

Aunt Momoko had taken a l�k�ng to me? Even though we’d barely ever
talked? It seemed pretty doubtful. People tend to f�nd �t embarrass�ng when
an outs�der �ntrudes on the�r mar�tal problems. But after hear�ng h�m
plead�ng w�th me, there was no way I could turn down my uncle. After all, I
owed h�m everyth�ng.
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“Let’s go �ns�de,” Momoko sa�d. “We’ve got a lot to talk about.”
At Momoko’s urg�ng, the three of us stopped stand�ng �n front of the

shop and went �n. I hadn’t set foot �ns�de the store �n two months.
As usual, the shop was overflow�ng w�th books. When you walked, the

wooden floorboards creaked beneath your feet. Dust dr�fted back and forth
�n the soft l�ght of the sett�ng sun stream�ng through the w�ndow. I took a
deep breath and f�lled my lungs w�th that fam�l�ar scent.

I remembered the f�rst t�me I walked �nto the shop—how my uncle
laughed w�th embarrassment when I w�nced and sa�d, “It smells musty.”
Strange that now I loved that musty scent of old books so much I couldn’t
get enough of �t.

The three of us gathered around the counter, eat�ng sweet ta�yak� cakes.
I had p�cked them up on the way as a l�ttle g�ft. Tw�ce wh�le we were eat�ng,
customers came �nto the shop. They looked rather startled to see us huddled
together l�ke a bunch of m�ce, and bought the�r books. Momoko handled the
customers for my uncle, talk�ng to them �n a fr�endly way. After so many
years as the w�fe of a bookseller, she had plenty of exper�ence.

After we went �ns�de, Momoko st�ll d�d nearly all of the talk�ng. But �t
was �mposs�ble to follow the way she veered from one th�ng to the next.
She was l�ke a plane �n a ta�lsp�n.

“Takako, you l�ved here once? That’s just l�ke me now, �sn’t �t? The AC
doesn’t work at all so summer here must’ve been hot. Oh, the sweet f�ll�ng
�n th�s ta�yak� cake goes all the way through! It’s so good. Where’d you buy
�t? Th�s ne�ghborhood has changed s�nce the old days. There are more fancy
stores. Ugh, say�ng‘fancy’ makes me sound so m�ddle-aged, doesn’t �t?”

As she bounced from top�c to top�c, Momoko also, for some reason,
occas�onally reached out and p�nched my uncle’s cheeks. She had p�nched
h�m so many t�mes that both of h�s cheeks were already br�ght red.



It seemed so strange and surpr�s�ng to me that I �nterrupted her and sa�d,
“Um, why were you just p�nch�ng h�s cheek?”

“Oh, was I p�nch�ng them?” Momoko asked, look�ng surpr�sed.
“You def�n�tely were.”
“It’s just an old hab�t of m�ne, p�nch�ng people. When I feel close to

someone, I just f�nd myself p�nch�ng them. Maybe �t’s a way of show�ng
affect�on. But wasn’t Satoru’s face k�nd of cute when I was p�nch�ng h�m?”

As she sa�d th�s, Momoko p�nched both of my uncle’s cheeks f�rmly,
mov�ng them up and down and s�de to s�de, as �f th�s were some pun�shment
�n a ch�ldren’s game. My uncle’s face looked so �ncred�bly m�serable. It
wasn’t espec�ally cute.

“Qu�t �t . . .” My uncle cr�ed out �n pa�n, but he let her do �t. He seemed
used to �t. You could hear �n h�s vo�ce that he had half res�gned h�mself to �t.
H�s react�on made Momoko burst out laugh�ng. F�nally, she let h�m go. It
seemed l�ke Momoko had a h�dden sad�st�c streak.

“Aren’t you embarrassed to do that �n front of Takako?”
“What’s the b�g deal? She’s not a total stranger. She’s our n�ece.”
“We’re supposed to be adults. What about our d�gn�ty?” my uncle

asked.
“S�nce when d�d you have any d�gn�ty?” Momoko h�t back.
If she and I become close, am I go�ng to end up gett�ng p�nched too? As

I watched them banter, I shuddered at the thought.
Then Momoko jumped to another top�c.
She suddenly grabbed hold of both my hands and f�xed her gaze on me.
“But I’m so happy to see you. I used to th�nk about you somet�mes, you

know. I’d wonder what had become of my sweet l�ttle n�ece. After all, you
seemed l�ke such a lovely young woman when you were �n h�gh school, so
qu�et and composed. And you looked so cute �n your pageboy ha�rcut.”

“Is that what you thought of me? I really wasn’t anyth�ng l�ke that.” I
was at a loss for words. Back then I was at the peak of puberty; I always felt
l�ke I was about to be crushed under the we�ght of all my frustrat�ons, all
these feel�ngs I couldn’t express to others or process �nternally. I was �n
agony. It’s hard to bel�eve that someone could have seen me so d�fferently.
The only reason I was so well-behaved at fam�ly gather�ngs was s�mply to
avo�d draw�ng any attent�on to myself.



People’s �mpress�ons really aren’t very rel�able, are they? That’s what
crossed my m�nd as Momoko was star�ng at me w�th a tw�nkle �n her eye. I
was wrong about so many th�ngs when �t came to my uncle too. In the end,
�t doesn’t matter �f you’re related by blood or �f you spend years together �n
the same class at school or the same off�ce; unless you really come face to
face, you never really know someone at all. It was l�ke that w�th H�deak�
too. I couldn’t avo�d the fact that I bore a lot of respons�b�l�ty for what
happened. It made me start th�nk�ng about all that aga�n.

“So, Aunt Momoko, I get the sense that maybe my old �mage of you
was pretty far off too,” I countered w�th a touch of �rony. But Momoko gave
a hearty laugh as �f she d�dn’t m�nd at all.

“Well, at those fam�ly gather�ngs, I was play�ng the good g�rl too. Don’t
you th�nk a lot of the people �n that fam�ly are a b�t st�ff? My father-�n-law
was def�n�tely one of them. Come on, h�s fac�al express�on never changed.
You’d th�nk he was wear�ng a Noh mask. Plus the fact that we’d run off and
gotten marr�ed. Those fam�ly get-togethers were unbearable. When we
showed up, everyth�ng got so tense. That’s why I was always tucked away
�n a corner, try�ng not to be not�ced.”

“So that’s what �t was l�ke. And you st�ll got marr�ed?”
“Well, we were l�v�ng together at the t�me, so they st�ll saw us as

suspect. We met �n Par�s and fell �n love, and as soon as we came back to
Japan, they added my name to the fam�ly reg�ster. We just got caught up �n
the momentum, I guess.”

“Pa-Par�s?” I cr�ed. “Why Par�s?”
“You d�dn’t know? I happened to be l�v�ng �n Par�s then. He was

travel�ng around on the cheap, and we used to run �nto each other
somet�mes at the used book stalls at the flea market. You’d th�nk a guy from
a fam�ly that owns a used bookshop wouldn’t need to go to bookshops
when he was off travel�ng. Not th�s guy. Plus he had th�s bushy beard and
dressed �n rags, so he looked l�ke a beggar.”

“That way you don’t end up gett�ng targeted by p�ckpockets and
muggers,” my uncle tr�ed to expla�n, but Momoko d�dn’t pay h�m any
attent�on.

“But once I started talk�ng to h�m, he turned out to be a pretty
�nterest�ng guy. A l�ttle dark, maybe, and not sure what to do w�th h�mself.



The k�nd of person who needed look�ng after. Then I ended up th�nk�ng I
m�ght hang out w�th h�m a l�ttle b�t . . .”

“Oh, really?”
At some po�nt, I started to catch on to Momoko’s rap�d narrat�on. So the

two of them met wh�le my uncle was deal�ng w�th h�s �ssues by travel�ng
around the world. St�ll, Par�s was romant�c. But what I couldn’t understand
most of all was why Momoko was �n Par�s. I tr�ed ask�ng her, but she only
sa�d, “Oh, I was young, you know,” and d�d her best to dodge the quest�on.

Th�s woman �s full of myster�es, I thought.
“Anyway, that’s how we met. We came back to Japan, got marr�ed, and

everyone gave us the cold shoulder, but then h�s father fell �ll, and Satoru
dec�ded to take over for h�m. After that we worked together desperately to
show them all up.

“It never occurred to me to try and show them up,” my uncle
�nterjected.

“L�ar! You had all sorts of �ssues about your father! I f�gured that much
out.”

My uncle d�d not make a sound. He just sat there look�ng dejected. She
was h�s w�fe, but he d�dn’t seem to be much of a match for her. It was the
f�rst t�me I’d ever seen h�m l�ke that; �t was so funny I almost burst out
laugh�ng a few t�mes.

And yet �f you looked at �t object�vely, they actually seemed l�ke a
genu�nely happy couple. As funny as �t sounds, I even felt a l�ttle jealous of
the�r relat�onsh�p. The �nt�macy between them made them seem less l�ke a
marr�ed couple and more l�ke old fr�ends or comrades. It def�n�tely put me
at ease.

After a wh�le, my uncle left, mumbl�ng an excuse about how the store
was busy, and Momoko pulled me upsta�rs to the room on the second floor.
She suddenly leaned �n close l�ke she wanted to share someth�ng �n secret.

“That’s why I want us to be fr�ends, Takako.”
She took my hand and f�xed her gaze on me aga�n. Her hands were so

small, I thought, l�ke a ch�ld’s.
“Ah . . .”
“It’s not fa�r that you’re only close w�th Satoru. I want you and I to be

close too. Does that sound good to you?”



“Ah . . . yes . . .” I nodded to her, but �n my head I grumbled, Th�s �sn’t
go�ng to be easy.
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When n�ght fell, I fought off Momoko’s attempts to make me stay longer,
sa�d goodbye, and left the bookshop.

I wandered along the narrow backstreets on my way to the tra�n stat�on.
The n�ght was cool, w�th just a sl�ght ch�ll �n the a�r. As I passed beneath the
streetl�ghts, the shadows I cast on the asphalt grew longer.

As I reached the Saveur, my feet stopped on the�r own. See�ng the
orange l�ght of �ts s�gn sh�n�ng �n the lonely street at n�ght, I was l�ke
Pavlov’s dog—�t tr�ggered a sudden urge to dr�nk coffee. When I looked at
my watch, �t was just a l�ttle after e�ght. I opened the door. It was l�ke
someth�ng was pull�ng me �ns�de.

The coffee shop was as l�vely as �t always was, even at th�s t�me of
n�ght. From the entrance, I could hear the sound of gentle p�ano mus�c
m�xed w�th the l�vely conversat�ons of the other customers.

Then I spotted a fam�l�ar f�gure s�tt�ng at the counter. See�ng that short
and stout body and smooth bald head from beh�nd, I knew �t could only be
Sabu. He was deep �n conversat�on w�th the owner about someth�ng or
other. When he not�ced me, he waved and called for me to come over and
s�t bes�de h�m.

The owner greeted me w�th h�s usual sm�le as I sat down next to
Sabu.“Hey, Takako, �t’s good to see you back.”

Just as I was about to sm�le at h�m, Sabu cut �n, say�ng, “Takako, you’ve
got to sm�le more. Try to be a l�ttle fr�endly. That’s why you’re not popular
w�th the guys.”

I told h�m �t was none of h�s bus�ness.
Sabu g�ggled as �f someth�ng were funny. “But you came at the r�ght

moment,” he sa�d. “We were just talk�ng about all of you. Momoko came
back, r�ght? Satoru’s play�ng �t cool—why d�dn’t he tell me about �t?” You
could hear the obv�ous cur�os�ty �n h�s vo�ce.



“Sabu, let’s not pry too much,” the owner sa�d, repr�mand�ng h�m.
“Why? What’s the b�g deal? Bes�des, aren’t you the one who told me

about �t? You sa�d Momoko had come back,” Sabu sa�d, pretend�ng to sulk.
There’s absolutely noth�ng cute about an old man pretend�ng to sulk. The
only cute th�ng at the Saveur was my fr�end Tomo, who used to work here
part-t�me. Unfortunately, she’d f�n�shed grad school and gotten a job, so she
was no longer at the coffee shop. From what I heard, however, she and
Takano were keep�ng up the�r “fr�endsh�p.”

Sabu was st�ll compla�n�ng as the owner gently placed my coffee �n
front of me.

“Last n�ght, Sabu wandered �n, and I let �t sl�p,” the owner sa�d,
sound�ng apologet�c. H�s eyes, on the other hand, showed he was cur�ous to
know more.

“The two of you both knew Momoko before, r�ght?”
“Naturally. How many years do you th�nk I’ve been hang�ng around th�s

ne�ghborhood?” Sabu sa�d, sound�ng qu�te proud of h�mself.
“Mr. Mor�sak� was marr�ed before? It doesn’t f�t my �mage of h�m.” At

some po�nt, Takano had come out of the k�tchen carry�ng plates and towels
�n both hands, and he eagerly jo�ned the conversat�on.

“That’s r�ght,” Sabu sa�d. “You never knew. He’s really sort of a
w�dower, �sn’t he? But when he was young, those two used to make out �n
front of everyone. It was qu�te a show, wasn’t �t?”

“There was a b�t of that, I guess,” the owner sa�d. “At any rate,
Momoko �s st�ll beaut�ful, �sn’t she? When she came �n, she sa�d, ‘It makes
me so happy to have your coffee after all th�s t�me.’ She looked l�ke she was
do�ng really well.”

“Oh, you’re a soft touch. She just wanted to flatter you. If you ask me,
she suddenly comes home after be�ng m�ss�ng for years, she’d better have
more than a few jokes. Satoru should run her off stra�ght away. If my w�fe
tr�ed that, I’d knock her down.” As he talked, Sabu worked h�mself up to
such a state of exc�tement that h�s face turned all red l�ke an octopus.

“Hold on now, Sabu. You sound so aggress�ve. But whenever your w�fe
tr�es to make you get r�d of some books, aren’t you the one begg�ng her �n
tears?”

When we heard that, Takano and I both burst out laugh�ng.



“Hey, shut up! What are you laugh�ng about, Takano? Get back to
work!”

“Sorry, sorry.” Takano fled to the back �n a hurry as Sabu threw a towel
at h�m.

“If you’re t�cked off, don’t take �t out on my staff,” the owner sa�d w�th
an exasperated look on h�s face.

“Aren’t you the one who normally bull�es h�m?”
“That I do out of love. Love,” the owner sa�d earnestly, “whereas the

feel�ng your w�fe �nsp�res �n you �s . . . fear.”
“You’ve always been a real jerk, haven’t you? F�ne. I’m angry. I’m

p�ssed. Okay. How about I have some stern words w�th Momoko for Satoru.
We know that n�ncompoop w�ll never be able to say anyth�ng.”

“Hey now, stop butt�ng �nto other people’s bus�ness.”
The owner was ch�d�ng Sabu, even though he was the one who got Sabu

r�led up �n the f�rst place.
Wow. Th�s ne�ghborhood def�n�tely attracts �ts share of we�rdos. The

thought made me sm�le, but then Sabu took a�m at me. “Takako, qu�t
sm�rk�ng there by yourself. It’s unpleasant.”
 
R�ght after th�s, there was another l�ttle development at the Saveur. Around
n�ne, Sabu stopped mak�ng a fuss and went home (probably because �f he
d�dn’t get back early h�s w�fe would’ve let h�m have �t), so I moved to s�t at
a table. As the n�ght wore on, there were only a few customers left. I
ordered another coffee, and promptly took the book I’d been read�ng from
my bag and opened �t up to my page. Then I not�ced someth�ng. There was
someone I recogn�zed s�tt�ng by the w�ndow.

He was a sl�m man �n h�s late twent�es. He wore a pale blue sh�rt w�th
gray pants. H�s ha�r was cut short and neatly tr�mmed. There was noth�ng
flashy about h�m, but there was someth�ng appeal�ng about how neat he
was. He was star�ng out the w�ndow absentm�ndedly, w�th a half-read
paperback ly�ng facedown on the table. He looked as �f he were wa�t�ng for
someone.

Who was he? As I stared at h�m, th�nk�ng th�s over, he suddenly turned
to me as �f he’d not�ced I was look�ng at h�m.

When our eyes met, we both looked surpr�sed. He looked at me and
then at the paperback I was hold�ng, then aga�n back and forth, as �f he were



compar�ng the two, then he nodded as �f he’d understood, and qu�etly sa�d,
“Hello.”

Hear�ng h�s vo�ce, I f�nally remembered where I’d met h�m before. How
could I have forgotten? He was someone I’d dealt w�th many t�mes at the
Mor�sak� Bookshop. Because we were �nundated w�th extremely
�d�osyncrat�c regulars—w�th Sabu ch�ef among them—�t was harder for
someone a b�t more w�thdrawn l�ke h�m to make a strong �mpress�on. So �t
just took me a moment to remember h�m. I was flustered as I returned h�s
greet�ng, embarrassed about hav�ng stared at h�m so shamelessly.

“N�ce to see you. It’s been a wh�le,” I sa�d, and qu�ckly bowed, but he
sm�led and sa�d, “Oh, there’s no need to be so formal.” He had a n�ce sm�le
that put you at ease.

R�ght at that moment, the wa�tress arr�ved at my table, carry�ng my
coffee on her tray. She was stand�ng d�rectly between the two of us and
seemed confused about what to do �n the s�tuat�on. I got caught up �n �t too
and started feel�ng flustered.

See�ng th�s, he shyly offered an �nv�tat�on. “Would you l�ke to s�t here?”
“Would you by any chance be wa�t�ng for someone?” I asked hes�tantly.
“Not espec�ally at the moment,” he repl�ed.
Hear�ng th�s, the wa�tress rega�ned her conf�dence and her sm�le. “In

that case, here �t �s,” she sa�d, qu�ckly plac�ng my coffee �n front of h�s seat.
To wh�ch I responded, “I guess I’ll s�t here then,” as I moved to the seat

across from h�m.
In t�mes l�ke th�s, I tend to get sort of carr�ed away. He had just been

k�nd enough to �nv�te me over. It wasn’t that he espec�ally wanted to talk to
me. Now I was �nterrupt�ng h�s alone t�me. Once I started th�nk�ng th�s way,
I felt I needed to apolog�ze.

When I reached my new seat, the wa�tress told us to take our t�me, then
she bowed and left us. We watched her walk away before we turned to face
each other aga�n.

S�lence.
Well, th�s �s awkward, I thought as I sh�fted �n my seat. Then he started

to laugh to h�mself qu�etly. I stared at h�m blankly.
“Sorry,” he sa�d, “th�s sort of feels l�ke a setup for an arranged

marr�age.”
The sm�le on h�s face won me over and I burst out laugh�ng.



“We haven’t properly �ntroduced ourselves,” he sa�d, clear�ng h�s
throat.“My name �s Ak�ra—Ak�ra Wada.” He sa�d he worked at a
publ�sh�ng company nearby that mostly dealt �n textbooks and teach�ng
mater�als.

When I �ntroduced myself, he sa�d, “That’s r�ght, Takako! I remember
the cheerful owner of the shop was always yell�ng out ‘ Takako! Takako!’
�n a loud vo�ce.” He nodded aga�n and aga�n as he laughed.

My face turned red.“Ah, that would be my uncle,” I murmured.
“Really, your uncle? It must be great to have a relat�ve who runs a used

bookshop,” Wada excla�med, sound�ng genu�nely jealous. “But you’re no
longer work�ng at the shop?”

“Yeah, for one reason or another, I ended up stay�ng there for a wh�le
and work�ng at the shop �n exchange for room and board. I guess you could
say I was there long enough to recharge my batter�es.”

“Recharge your batter�es? At the shop?”
“Yes.”
“I l�ke that, recharge your batter�es,” Wada excla�med aga�n. “But to get

to do �t at a used bookshop, now that sounds luxur�ous. Oh man, I’m
jealous.” Then he went on what was almost a l�ttle monologue about how �f
�t had been h�m, he would’ve never left, he would’ve just kept on
recharg�ng h�s batter�es forever.

Somehow the �dea of l�v�ng at a used bookshop seemed to �gn�te
someth�ng w�th�n h�m. He was turn�ng out to be a surpr�s�ngly humorous
guy.

“Oh, how’s your g�rlfr�end do�ng?” I asked. “I used to see you together
a lot.” He was st�ll ooh�ng and aah�ng about l�v�ng �n a bookstore when I
remembered her.

Wada used to come to the shop by h�mself for the most part, but
occas�onally he brought a g�rl w�th h�m. She was sl�m and tall l�ke h�m, and
the two of them looked good together. But she d�dn’t seem espec�ally
�nterested �n books. Wada would be carefully exam�n�ng the books w�th th�s
earnest express�on on h�s face wh�le she was off on her own look�ng bored.
When she f�nally got t�red of wa�t�ng for h�m, she’d get m�ffed and say,
“St�ll not done yet?” and he would desperately apolog�ze, “Sorry, just a
l�ttle longer!” Sabu used to say, “Go�ng to a used bookshop as a couple �s a



preposterous �dea,” but watch�ng the back-and-forth between them gave
you a sense of how close they were. I thought �t was charm�ng.

“Oh, I remember those days.” The tone of h�s vo�ce dropped �n response
to my quest�on.“I’m afra�d I’ve been dumped,” he added and laughed dryly.
Then he got a rather d�stant look �n h�s eye.

“I’m sorry!” I apolog�zed r�ght away. I was ready to throw myself at h�s
feet.

“No, no, I don’t m�nd at all,” Wada sa�d, try�ng not to make a b�g deal of
�t, but st�ll w�th that d�stant look �n h�s eye.

So �n our f�rst talk, I’d gone and stepped on a landm�ne. I was �n a
colossal pan�c. I was search�ng desperately for a new top�c to talk about
when my gaze stopped at the book ly�ng on the table.

“What �s �t you’re read�ng there?”
“Ah, �t’s a book called Up the H�ll. Actually, I th�nk I got �t from the

hundred-yen sect�on at Mor�sak� Bookshop.”
Wada p�cked up the book and showed �t to me. I secretly breathed a s�gh

of rel�ef that we’d moved on from the last top�c.
“Oh? I don’t know �t. Is �t a good book?”
“It’s hard to say, actually. It’s k�nd of one of those trag�c love stor�es.

The author �s a guy who had th�s one book and ended up dy�ng �n obscur�ty.
When you read �t, the wr�t�ng can be clumsy, and there are a lot of places
where �t feels l�ke �t’s m�ss�ng someth�ng. But there’s someth�ng about �t
that fasc�nates me. I’ve read �t around f�ve t�mes already.”

As he talked, he was star�ng at the o�l pa�nt�ng of a road �n the h�lls on
the book jacket. There was someth�ng tender �n the lov�ng way he looked at
the book that ended up mak�ng me want to read �t.

“Really? F�ve t�mes? Maybe I should check �t out.”
“I’m not sure I can really recommend �t. What are you read�ng,

Takako?”
When I took the book out of my bag, he sa�d, “Oh, Taruho Inagak�?

He’s great.” He looked at me w�th a gl�nt �n h�s eye.
I guess I should’ve known from how often he came to the store that he

knew much more about books than I d�d.
“Even though I worked at a bookshop, I don’t know all that much about

books. I feel l�ke I’ve barely scratched the surface.”



“I don’t th�nk �t really matters whether you know a lot about books or
not. That sa�d, I don’t know that much myself. But I th�nk what matters far
more w�th a book �s how �t affects you.”

“You th�nk so? My uncle always says someth�ng l�ke that.”
“You were always beh�nd the counter �n the back, lost �n your book. It

used to make me cur�ous about what on earth you could be read�ng.”
“Really? I’m so sorry. I was a terr�ble employee.”
“No, that’s not what I meant,” Wada sa�d, and he looked at me l�ke he

was try�ng to remember someth�ng. “You just f�t �n so well �n the store that I
wanted to let you be. It was almost l�ke that moment when you’re watch�ng
a butterfly com�ng out of �ts chrysal�s, and you’re hold�ng your breath, and
you want to keep on watch�ng . . . I guess you left a b�g �mpress�on on me.
That’s why when I saw you there a second ago w�th a book �n your hand, I
remembered you r�ght away. I sa�d, ‘It’s the woman from that bookshop.’ ”

The thought of be�ng seen l�ke that by someone I d�dn’t know left me
feel�ng terr�bly embarrassed. But, �n those days, I really was l�ke a butterfly
wa�t�ng pat�ently to come out of �ts chrysal�s. As I turned page after page, I
was wa�t�ng for my chance to take fl�ght. So �t m�ght not be out of the
quest�on that Wada could sense that when he looked at me. I’m not ent�rely
sure though that I’ve learned to fly that well.

“If I’d never gone to the shop, I’d st�ll be l�v�ng my l�fe �n a daze. I met
so many people there, and I learned so many th�ngs, and, of course, there
were all of the books I d�scovered. I feel l�ke I f�nally learned to see
someth�ng a t�ny b�t valuable w�th�n myself. That’s why I know that I’ll
never forget the days I spent at the bookshop.” Although th�s was the f�rst
t�me I’d ever really spoken to h�m, the words came pour�ng out of my
mouth w�th such force I couldn’t help myself.

Wada nodded along as he l�stened w�th a look of adm�rat�on on h�s face.
“To th�nk that all that drama was go�ng on wh�le I knew noth�ng about �t.
Man, oh man.” He m�ght have been ser�ous, but h�s way of putt�ng �t was
oddly funny.

It was also strange—�t felt l�ke we’d been fr�ends forever, l�ke I could
talk to h�m for hours. When Wada seemed l�ke he was l�sten�ng to me
ser�ously, he’d come out w�th someth�ng funny and make me laugh.

That’s how we ended up talk�ng for such a long t�me. When I happened
to glance at the clock on the wall, �t was already almost eleven o’clock.



“Oh, they’ll be clos�ng soon,” I sa�d, surpr�sed.
“What?” Wada looked caught off guard as well.
H�s home was nearby, so Wada was go�ng to stay t�ll they closed. I

dec�ded to leave a l�ttle ahead of h�m.
“I’m here most n�ghts. We should talk aga�n somet�me,” he sa�d, sm�l�ng

as we sa�d goodbye.
After I’d f�n�shed pay�ng at the reg�ster near the entrance, I not�ced the

owner was furt�vely glanc�ng at me from beh�nd the counter. I had a pretty
good �dea what he was th�nk�ng, so I glared at h�m, unt�l he made a show of
mutter�ng aloud, “I’m busy, busy, busy,” and retreat�ng to the back.

Once I’d gone outs�de, I could see Wada through the w�ndow of the
Saveur, s�tt�ng there w�th h�s ch�n rest�ng �n h�s hand, star�ng out. I bowed
to h�m, th�nk�ng he m�ght be look�ng at me, but he d�dn’t seem to not�ce. I
turned and started walk�ng to the stat�on. My body felt strangely l�ght, l�ke
my feet were float�ng above the ground.

How we�rd, I muttered to myself.
When I looked up, I saw the nearly full moon, m�ss�ng just a sl�ver on

the left, float�ng �n the n�ght sky.



5

“Let’s go on a tr�p together, just the two of us.”
When Momoko sprung th�s quest�on on me, �t was about two weeks

after I’d seen her for the f�rst t�me �n years.
“There’s a really great spot �n Okutama,” she sa�d, w�th a gl�nt �n her

eye.
I nodded, feel�ng a b�t cornered.
“There’s a huge mounta�n, and on the peak �s a h�stor�c shr�ne. The

scenery �s wonderful, and the a�r �s so pure. It’s amaz�ng. There’s a lovely
�nn on the mounta�n, where we can stay and take �t easy for a b�t. A g�rls’
tr�p. What do you th�nk?”

When I tr�ed to �mag�ne just the two of us go�ng on a tr�p together, I
started to feel a l�ttle uneasy. But she was hold�ng my hands �n hers,
squeez�ng them t�ght, and I could see �n her eyes that she was wa�t�ng for
me to say yes. I had the overwhelm�ng feel�ng that I was be�ng pressured
�nto �t.

In the two weeks between our reun�on and th�s �nv�tat�on, I’d been
v�s�t�ng the bookshop fa�rly often. Of course, I was there to spy on Momoko
for my uncle. He and I often crossed paths as he was leav�ng work, but
Momoko was always �n the room on the second floor.

Whenever I v�s�ted, Momoko was very happy to see me. And she
always treated me to a home-cooked meal. When I l�ved there, the k�tchen
on the second floor had felt too small, so I never felt much l�ke cook�ng
there, but Momoko made all k�nds of th�ngs. She s�mmered h�j�k� seaweed,
beef w�th tofu, octopus and da�kon. She fr�ed horse mackerel nanbanzuke-
style, gr�lled p�ke mackerel �n salt, made m�so soup w�th da�kon greens,
rad�shes, and fr�ed tofu. I was so starved for the taste of home cook�ng that I
bas�cally started com�ng just for the food. When I called her at lunch from
the off�ce, Momoko would act l�ke a new br�de, always ask�ng, “What do



you feel l�ke eat�ng today?” To wh�ch I’d respond by bl�thely request�ng
whatever I was �n the mood for.

At f�rst, Momoko kept say�ng �t was her treat, so I d�dn’t ask, but after a
wh�le, I �ns�sted on spl�tt�ng the cost and pay�ng for half the grocer�es.

“Okey dokey,” she sa�d, happy to obl�ge.
“Momoko, everyth�ng you make �s del�c�ous,” I sa�d, and I meant �t. I

was eat�ng my way through some of the d�shes she had spread out on the
l�ttle d�n�ng table as usual.

“Well, you always eat w�th such enthus�asm. You make �t look
del�c�ous,” Momoko sa�d as she proceeded to devour tw�ce as much as what
I ate. I could never f�gure out how she managed to f�t so much food �n her
t�ny frame.

“But �t really �s del�c�ous,” I sa�d, crunch�ng on a p�ckled rad�sh.
“Don’t you cook?”
“I cook a l�ttle, but just th�ngs l�ke pasta. Never anyth�ng l�ke th�s.”
“Well, then what’ll you do when you have a boyfr�end?”
“You th�nk �t’ll be a problem?”
It’s true that I d�dn’t have much exper�ence regal�ng my boyfr�ends w�th

my cook�ng. The �dea of cook�ng for someone made me so embarrassed that
I’d avo�ded �t up to th�s po�nt. Anyway, �t’s not l�ke I had much exper�ence
w�th relat�onsh�ps �n the f�rst place.

“Men are s�mple. It doesn’t matter who they are. You can always seduce
them w�th food.” She laughed and sa�d, “I’ll teach you. You just try to
remember.” I wasn’t sure I had a sense of how men felt. In fact, �t seemed
more l�ke the person Momoko was w�nn�ng over was me.

Of course, I d�dn’t forget my uncle’s request ent�rely. I tr�ed to get her to
talk. But Momoko always managed to evade my quest�ons. When I asked
her someth�ng �n earnest, she’d just say, “Oh, I don’t know.” No matter how
I tr�ed to p�n her down, she’d wr�ggle away l�ke an eel. She was already
someone who seemed to jump from one top�c to another w�thout rhyme or
reason, so she’d always end up go�ng off on a tangent. And once the food
was spread out �n front of me, I would fall �nto a trance and completely
forget to ask about anyth�ng else. That’s bas�cally how �t went every t�me,
so I d�dn’t really make much progress.

Nevertheless, I was able to learn a few th�ngs about her. (When
Momoko got drunk, she tended to let her guard down and tell me more, so I



often urged her to keep dr�nk�ng.) She lost her parents early on and was
ra�sed by her aunt and uncle �n N��gata. After m�ddle school, she worked at
a small factory, then left for Tokyo on her own at twenty-one, where, among
other th�ngs, she fell �n love w�th an up-and-com�ng photographer (“Is that
for real?” I couldn’t help ask�ng).

Momoko l�ved for a t�me �n Par�s because her boyfr�end had gone over
for work, and she chased after h�m. She dec�ded on her own to go w�thout
talk�ng w�th her boyfr�end. A bold move, but very Momoko.

“I was young, you know. I was just a g�rl who d�dn’t know anyth�ng,
and he was all I thought of. Later I found out that he had a w�fe and k�ds
back �n Japan. That’s why �t ended. The �dea that to have the fam�ly I’d
always wanted I’d have to destroy someone else’s . . . It was just too much.”
Momoko stared off �nto the d�stance as she told me the story.

She couldn’t see any future �n the�r relat�onsh�p, and, �n the end, �t all
fell apart. She was brokenhearted. That’s when she happened to meet my
uncle Satoru. At f�rst, she saw h�m as someone who needed look�ng after.
She helped h�m take care of a few th�ngs, and before she knew �t, they’d
fallen �n love.

“I never knew about any of that,” I sa�d, �mpressed by how much
h�story they shared.

“My past makes Satoru jealous. So he doesn’t l�ke to talk about �t
much,” Momoko sa�d w�th a shrug.

Meanwh�le, Momoko sussed out the real reason for my frequent v�s�ts.
It happened one n�ght once �t had become perfectly rout�ne for us to eat
together. In between s�ps of sake, Momoko gr�nned to herself and suddenly
sa�d, “Satoru asked you to do th�s, r�ght, Takako?”

“Huh? What do you mean?” I sa�d, pr�vately pan�ck�ng as I attempted to
keep up the charade. But �t was no use. Momoko looked except�onally
happy as she reached over and p�nched my cheek.

“I understand what he’s th�nk�ng. But Takako, deep down, do I make
you uncomfortable?”

My heart was rac�ng as she p�nched my cheek as hard as she l�ked.
Somehow she had seen through the whole th�ng. It was true that there was a
l�ttle part of me that d�dn’t really love be�ng w�th her. I def�n�tely d�dn’t
d�sl�ke her, but �f someone asked, I’d have been hard-pressed to say that I



loved her. That’s how �t felt. If someone asked about her cook�ng, on the
other hand, I would’ve answered r�ght away that I loved �t.

To be honest, I found her a tough person to f�gure out. My uncle was
s�m�lar �n that sense. There was someth�ng I couldn’t grasp about h�m, but
she was d�fferent. It felt l�ke no matter how many t�mes I talked to her, I
could never close the gap between us. Somet�mes �t felt l�ke we were
stand�ng on oppos�te s�des of a r�ver, talk�ng to one another from across an
enormous d�v�de.

“It’s okay, because I love you, Takako. And I th�nk �t’s cute how honest
you are. You can’t tell a l�e. It makes me w�sh I had a beaut�ful soul l�ke
that.”

“I def�n�tely do not have a beaut�ful soul.”
I felt l�ke she m�ght be mak�ng fun of me, and I was a l�ttle offended.
But Momoko sa�d she really meant �t. “I just l�e all the t�me,” she sa�d,

sound�ng lonely somehow. For a moment, she hung her head.
Her fac�al express�on revealed someth�ng �n that �nstant that was not lost

on me. I felt l�ke �t was the f�rst t�me I had gotten close to what Momoko
was really feel�ng.

But �t only lasted an �nstant.
Immed�ately afterward, her face l�t up, and she became her normal self

aga�n and changed the subject. Wh�ch �s when she proposed her �dea: “Hey,
how about go�ng on a tr�p together? It’s too early for the fall fol�age, but
that means that there won’t be many people and we can take our t�me. Are
you busy at work?” She kept go�ng on and on l�ke th�s as she put pressure
on me.

“No, �t’s a relat�vely flex�ble company.”
“So, we’re good?”
“Um, well . . .”
At f�rst, I thought I would try to say no, but for some reason the

express�on I’d seen on her face had left me worr�ed. So �n the end, I agreed.
“Let’s do �t.”

I can’t qu�te expla�n why, but I sensed someth�ng then. It wasn’t exactly
a premon�t�on—noth�ng as grand�ose as that. It was someth�ng I couldn’t
put �nto words, but I def�n�tely felt �t when I saw her face, l�ke �t was a s�gn
I shouldn’t �gnore.
 



I saw Wada two more t�mes at the Saveur before our conversat�on about the
tr�p. Both t�mes, I was stopp�ng by the coffee shop on my way home from
see�ng Momoko, and he was there. He’d sa�d he came often, and �t seemed
to be true. He was s�tt�ng at the same seat by the w�ndow when I saw h�m,
star�ng out the w�ndow as he had before.

I wasn’t ent�rely sure myself whether or not I went there because I
wanted to see Wada. I don’t th�nk I went to the coffee shop expect�ng
anyth�ng �n part�cular. But when I walked �n and I caught s�ght of Wada
from beh�nd, I heard myself say, “Oh.”

I sa�d hello, and h�s shoulders trembled l�ke I’d woken h�m up from a
dream. He stared at me for about f�ve seconds as �f he were ver�fy�ng
someth�ng about me, then he sm�led and sa�d hello.

He seemed to be ask�ng me to jo�n h�m, so I took a seat across from h�m
and we talked. It was just small talk, noth�ng spec�al, but just talk�ng
together made me feel strangely at ease. One t�me we even left together
before the coffee shop closed and went on a l�ttle walk to the Imper�al
Palace.

“See you soon.”
“Bye.”
That’s how we sa�d goodbye, even though we d�dn’t have each other’s

contact �nfo, and there was no guarantee that we’d ever meet aga�n.
After that n�ght, I went to the coffee shop a th�rd t�me, but Wada wasn’t

there. I knew there was no reason for me to expect h�m to be around, but I
st�ll somehow felt let down. I felt l�ke I’d come for no reason. But I
persuaded myself that �t would actually be we�rder �f he were there all the
t�me.

That n�ght, I took a seat at the counter and tr�ed subtly ask�ng the owner
about Wada.

He’d seen me talk�ng to h�m, so of course he remembered h�m.
“He’s a b�t of a qu�et customer. These days, as soon as �t gets dark, he

comes �n. But I don’t remember �f he used to come before too.”
“He �sn’t qu�et. He’s reserved.” I sa�d, gently correct�ng the owner.
“Oh, forg�ve me. He does seem l�ke the type who tends to stay a wh�le.”
Then Takano jo�ned �n from across the room to offer an absurd

suggest�on.“Isn’t he com�ng to see Takako? From back here, they do k�nd of
look good together.”



I stared at h�m w�th my mouth hang�ng w�de open for a second, and then
I fur�ously den�ed everyth�ng.“That’s r�d�culous!”

“Aw, come on, don’t be mad.”
“You’d better stop butt�ng �n!” the owner sa�d, runn�ng h�m off.
Takano yelled, “Sorry!” as he fled the room.
As I l�fted the coffee cup to my l�ps, I thought about what Takano had

sa�d one more t�me. That can’t be, can �t? And I told myself aga�n that
Takano had to be wrong.

But . . . but what �f �t was true?
Wada was a great guy. He was fr�endly and pol�te, and he had a good

sense of humor. And he knew a lot about books, of course, too. He wasn’t
always boast�ng about h�mself or laugh�ng crudely at h�s own jokes. W�th
h�s personal�ty, I’m sure lots of women were attracted to h�m.

Well, what about me?
Just as I was contemplat�ng the quest�on, I real�zed the owner was

star�ng at me aga�n.
“You should work on your hab�t of watch�ng people so �ntensely.

Espec�ally when �t comes to g�rls. They’ll resent you,” I sa�d coldly.
The owner laughed h�s h�gh-p�tched laugh as he hurr�ed after Takano

and d�sappeared �nto the back of the coffee shop.
I had lost my urge to th�nk through the quest�on, so �nstead I took out

the book Wada had told me about, Up the H�ll, and gave �t a try. When I
was v�s�t�ng Momoko earl�er, I’d come across �t by chance on one of the
shelves at the bookshop around clos�ng t�me.

When he saw the book �n my hand, my uncle took �t upon h�mself to tell
me, “It’s noth�ng spec�al.”

“I don’t m�nd,” I sa�d. I handed my uncle one hundred yen and bought
the book.

It’s a short novel, about two hundred pages long. That n�ght, f�rst at the
Saveur and then back at home before bed, I read the whole th�ng.

It was a sad story, just as Wada had sa�d.
The story �s set �n Tokyo, dur�ng the per�od when the country was

rebu�ld�ng after the war. The ma�n character �s an unsuccessful wr�ter
named Matsugorō Ida. He meets a beaut�ful woman who works at a
“modern” café up the h�ll. For h�m, �t’s love at f�rst s�ght. At f�rst, she
doesn’t take h�m ser�ously, but Matsugorō keeps go�ng to the café every



day, and, after he confesses h�s love to her, he and the cheerful Uk�yō
become a couple. But just when you th�nk the happy days m�ght last
forever, Uk�yō �s forced to marry the son of a wealthy man to pay off her
father’s debts. W�th barely any prospects for h�s own future, Matsugorō has
no way to stop the wedd�ng.

Matsugorō keeps on wr�t�ng novels through h�s lonel�ness and despa�r.
H�s sole mot�vat�on �s the �dea that �f he becomes famous and makes a name
for h�mself �n the world, he m�ght be able to get Uk�yō back. F�nally, when
he’s �n h�s late th�rt�es, Matsugorō’s dream comes true, and he f�nds success
as a novel�st. But that’s when he d�scovers the awful truth: Uk�yō has
succumbed to an ep�dem�c and �s no longer �n th�s world.

From that t�me on, Matsugorō spends h�s days drown�ng h�mself �n
alcohol, women, and then drugs. H�s d�ss�pated l�fe leaves h�s body
battered. But he never lets h�mself forget Uk�yō, not even for a moment,
and he keeps go�ng to the café where they f�rst met every day. Then, one
day, on h�s way home from the café, he collapses, cough�ng up blood. As he
loses consc�ousness, all that rema�ns �n h�s heart �s h�s memory of Uk�yō.

Matsugorō’s pa�nful, s�ngle-m�nded obsess�on h�t home for me. After I
f�n�shed the book, my heart fell s�lent. Tears ran down my cheeks and
dropped onto the book, leav�ng l�ttle sta�ns on the pages.

Under the covers of my futon, as I dr�fted off to sleep, I found myself
th�nk�ng that Wada had a pretty romant�c s�de.

In my dream that n�ght, I was the woman who ran the café �n the novel,
and I was shak�ng Uk�yō by the shoulders, do�ng my best to persuade her to
go out w�th Matsugorō.



6

“Why do you have to go on a tr�p w�th her?”
The n�ght before we were to leave, I got a call from my uncle. I was

work�ng at the off�ce, the last person st�ll there. He sa�d he’d just heard from
Momoko about the tr�p. “I asked you to f�nd out what was go�ng on w�th
her,” he sa�d, sound�ng d�sconcerted, “but you d�dn’t have to go th�s far.”

“It just sort of happened as we were talk�ng,” I responded vaguely. I
wasn’t feel�ng able at that part�cular moment to expla�n exactly how �t
happened.

“Know�ng her, I bet she just forced you to go along w�th her,” my uncle
sa�d, sound�ng worr�ed.

“No, �t wasn’t l�ke that.”
“I don’t know,” my uncle sa�d, st�ll worry�ng.
“I’ll br�ng you home a present,” I sa�d cheerfully.
“If you’re okay w�th �t, Takako, that’s good enough for me, I guess,” he

sa�d, reluctantly conced�ng. “By the way, Sabu keeps storm�ng �nto the shop
and say�ng he wants to see Momoko. What the hell’s go�ng on?”

I remembered the l�ttle drama at the Saveur and laughed out loud.
“He seems to want to have a word w�th her.”
“What?” I could hear my uncle’s aston�shment on the other end of the

phone. “Momoko w�ll roll r�ght over h�m, and then she’ll flatter h�m and
he’ll end up go�ng home happy. She’s we�rdly good at deal�ng w�th guys
l�ke h�m.”

I could see the whole scene v�v�dly �n my m�nd.
“I th�nk you’re r�ght.”
“No doubt about �t. But Momoko mostly goes out around luncht�me, so

she �sn’t here when Sabu comes, wh�ch makes h�m angry.”
“Is that r�ght?”



“And even �f I subtly try to ask her where she’s go�ng, she won’t tell
me.”

It was my turn to be aston�shed. “Because she’s not a ch�ld,” I sa�d. “As
long as she comes back afterward, does �t really matter?”

“I guess that’s true . . . Anyway, you don’t have to go on th�s tr�p �f you
don’t want to. I don’t know why she asked you . . .” he went on mutter�ng
and then he f�nally hung up.
 
That n�ght, after f�n�sh�ng work, I dec�ded to drop by the Saveur aga�n. By
the t�me I left the off�ce, �t was already after n�ne, and I d�dn’t feel l�ke
go�ng home, so I ended up there. The place was st�ll crowded. Wada’s usual
spot by the w�ndow was occup�ed by two g�rls.

I found a seat at a table and read slowly from the book I bought for my
tr�p—Fr�endsh�p by Saneatsu Mushanokōj�—but I couldn’t really
concentrate. Although I d�dn’t mean to, every t�me someone came �nto the
coffee shop, I’d f�nd myself look�ng toward the door, th�nk�ng �t m�ght be
Wada.

I had only managed to make �t through about twenty pages when Wada
showed up for real. I greeted h�m w�th a sl�ght bow, feel�ng flustered, and
he came slowly over to where I was s�tt�ng. See�ng h�m from that d�stance, I
got a strange feel�ng. He seemed less l�vely than usual.

I wa�ted unt�l he had taken a seat before I asked any quest�ons. “Have
you been busy at work?”

“No, on the contrary, th�ngs have been slow.” Wada sm�led as he sa�d �t,
but h�s face showed how t�red he was.

We both fell s�lent for a moment. Normally, I wouldn’t worry about a
moment of s�lence between us, but for some reason, I felt a heav�ness �n the
a�r. I thought of what Takano had sa�d, and then �t got even harder to make
conversat�on.

“That rem�nds me . . .” I sa�d w�th a sm�le, remember�ng someth�ng
good to tell h�m.“I read Up the H�ll.”

But Wada d�dn’t seem to take much of an �nterest.“Oh, �s that r�ght?” he
mumbled. I’d self�shly expected he would be happy to hear th�s. I felt
dejected that my expectat�ons were so far off the mark.

“The story �s a b�t of a cl�ché, don’t you th�nk?” Wada sa�d w�th a touch
of �rony.



“No way. I loved the book.”
“But the whole �dea of wa�t�ng for someone you love t�ll the day you

d�e. That k�nd of th�ng never happens �n the real world.”
“Is that r�ght?”
“At least that’s what I th�nk. Instead, the person you love just comes out

and tells you you’re be�ng creepy.”
“Huh?” I had no �dea what he was talk�ng about. But Wada went on

speak�ng �n f�ts and starts.
“When she and I f�rst met, I brought her here. She l�ked the place, so

after that day, she and I came here a lot. That’s why I told her I’m st�ll
wa�t�ng for her here. ‘If you change your m�nd,’ I sa�d, ‘come look for me
here.’ Well, the day before yesterday, she sends me an ema�l mak�ng herself
perfectly clear: ‘You’re be�ng creepy. Stop.’ ”

At th�s po�nt, I’d heard enough to understand what he’d meant earl�er.
So that’s what’s been go�ng on. If only he’d told me sooner. No, but why
would he tell me?

He’d been wa�t�ng all th�s t�me—wa�t�ng for the beaut�ful woman he
used to br�ng to the bookshop. He was just l�ke Matsugorō wa�t�ng for
Uk�yō. Or rather, was that why he transferred all those emot�ons to the
novel and kept read�ng �t over and over?

Oh, what the hell. I kept repeat�ng the words to myself aga�n and aga�n.
It’s not that I was part�cularly sad. Somehow deep down I’d always had the
feel�ng that he d�dn’t th�nk of me l�ke that. I just felt l�ke a complete �d�ot
for lett�ng myself get so worked up over everyth�ng.

What about the we�rd way we could talk and talk? Or the way we felt
l�ke old fr�ends? None of that was real. Wada was k�nd enough to l�sten to
me, and I took advantage of that and talked about myself. That’s what really
made me feel good. I felt so gu�lty when I f�nally real�zed th�s.

“I’m sorry. It’s not a very �nterest�ng story,” Wada sa�d apologet�cally,
perhaps because he’d not�ced that I’d been look�ng down all th�s t�me.

I shook my head.“No, I’m the one who should apolog�ze.”
“What? Why should you apolog�ze, Takako?” Wada seemed surpr�sed.
“Just because.”
“Huh?”
I really wanted to apolog�ze more, but I also d�dn’t want h�m to th�nk I

was we�rd, so I held back. I’ve got to change the subject, I thought, but I



also felt the urge to ask more bubbl�ng up �ns�de me.
“You loved her, d�dn’t you?” I blurted out, and then �mmed�ately

regretted �t.
Wada sm�led a l�ttle.
“I hate to adm�t how ch�ld�sh the whole th�ng was. But, you know, I can

understand �t too. At f�rst, she and I d�dn’t seem to have anyth�ng �n
common. There was no way for th�ngs to work out between us. But �t’s l�ke
I was stubborn about �t. I fell �n love w�th her. And for some reason I could
never just see that we were too d�fferent and we’d be better off end�ng
th�ngs. I’ve always thought of myself as a rather sober person, but I
d�scovered I have a pass�onate s�de. It came as a b�t of a surpr�se.”

He could’ve sk�pped the analys�s at th�s po�nt. I guess he was a l�ttle
we�rd after all.

“I th�nk you’re a good person,” I sa�d, try�ng to cheer h�m up. I w�sh I
could’ve come up w�th someth�ng better to say, but noth�ng else came to
m�nd. I meant �t s�ncerely though. Wada was a really good person.

“Thank you. If you say so, I must be a decent human be�ng. That much
�s true,” he sa�d, laugh�ng softly.“But I got told, ‘You’re a good person, but
you’re not �nterest�ng.’ ”

“Don’t you th�nk she was be�ng a b�t cruel?” I sa�d. I was gett�ng a l�ttle
angry at th�s woman. I felt l�ke she couldn’t recogn�ze the goodness �n h�m.

“No,” Wada sa�d. “Because I agree w�th her. So much so that I was
actually �mpressed by how well she’d h�t the na�l on the head. But th�s �s a
bor�ng subject, let’s drop �t.” Wada tr�ed to change the subject and get me to
open up by ask�ng how I’d been recently. But I was st�ll feel�ng hurt, and I
couldn’t contr�bute to the conversat�on.

“Sorry, I’ve got an early start tomorrow . . .” The conversat�on never
seemed to get any more cheerful. I kept �t go�ng a l�ttle longer and then I
excused myself and got up.

“Oh really?” Wada looked at me a l�ttle blankly.
When I tr�ed to leave, the owner called out from near the door. “Are you

go�ng home, Takako?”
“Yes” was all I sa�d before I walked out.
I was �n a dark mood. The owner must’ve real�zed �t too. I d�dn’t feel

much l�ke com�ng back for a wh�le.



As I walked, I felt more and more depressed. I must’ve s�ghed about
th�rty t�mes. By the t�me I real�zed that I’d forgotten my book on the table, I
was already on the tra�n home.



7

I met up w�th Momoko at Sh�njuku Stat�on at ten.
It was cloudy, but accord�ng to the weather forecast on TV, the sky was

go�ng to clear up �n the afternoon.
I was us�ng up my vacat�on days to go on th�s tr�p, so before I left home,

I tr�ed to g�ve myself a pep talk: Don’t let last n�ght drag you down.
Momoko showed up at the jam-packed south entrance of Sh�njuku

Stat�on, carry�ng so l�ttle—just a backpack that could’ve been m�staken for
a ch�ld’s—you would’ve never guessed she was leav�ng on a tr�p. Her ha�r
was t�ed back �n a bun, and she wore a green hood�e and black tracksu�t
pants. She was so small that from a d�stance, she looked l�ke a schoolg�rl on
a f�eld tr�p.

When Momoko saw my outf�t, she furrowed her brow. “Oh my,” she
sa�d, “you’re not dressed l�ke someone who’s go�ng to the mounta�ns, are
you?” Th�s was my f�rst tr�p �n a long t�me, and I was decked out �n a dress
I’d just bought on sale.

“I d�d put on sneakers though,” I sa�d, try�ng to expla�n myself. “And I
have some proper h�k�ng clothes �n my bag.”

“You d�dn’t need to pack so much,” Momoko sa�d.
That shut me up. I was embarrassed by how much I’d been look�ng

forward to the tr�p. Perhaps to make up for what she’d sa�d, Momoko
added, “I guess that’s just what �t’s l�ke be�ng young. You’re always
carry�ng around a lot of luggage.”

“And when you’re old, you have less?” I countered.
“It’s f�ne for you, Takako. I just don’t l�ke anyth�ng we�gh�ng me

down,” she sa�d dryly.
“That makes sense,” I sa�d, conv�nced.
“Anyway, thank you for com�ng. Here’s to a good three-day tr�p,”

Momoko sa�d. She stra�ghtened her posture and bowed theatr�cally.



“I should be the one thank�ng you,” I sa�d, bow�ng.
We took the Chūō l�ne from Sh�njuku, and changed to the Ōme l�ne at

Tach�kawa Stat�on. In the roughly f�ve years s�nce I’d moved to Tokyo, th�s
was my f�rst t�me head�ng that way. The tra�n cars on the Ōme l�ne were
fa�rly empty. S�tt�ng �n the seats across from us was a h�gh school student, a
b�t of a bad boy type, who looked l�ke he’d overslept. He sat there w�th a
sullen express�on on h�s face, restlessly tapp�ng h�s foot. He looked angry at
the whole world.

Momoko took her seat and stared out the w�ndow, humm�ng to herself.
The n�ght before I’d been up t�ll dawn, th�nk�ng of one th�ng or another,
none of �t very �nterest�ng. Once I settled �n on the tra�n, I was asleep before
I knew �t.

When I woke up a l�ttle wh�le later, the bad boy h�gh schooler was long
gone. He’d probably gone to school angry.

I glanced out the w�ndow, and I saw that at some po�nt the clouds had
d�sappeared and blue sky now stretched �nto the d�stance. There were far
fewer houses and bu�ld�ngs, and the mounta�ns �n the d�stance beyond the
farmland and r�ce padd�es were grow�ng b�gger and b�gger.

“Amaz�ng,” I sa�d, rubb�ng my eyes.
“Just wa�t t�ll you see what’s next,” Momoko sa�d w�th a gr�n.
We got off the tra�n at a l�ttle stat�on called M�take. The mounta�ns were

r�ght �n front of us now, w�th the blue sky beh�nd them, and �n the center of
�t all was an enormous mounta�n that towered over everyth�ng else. It was a
majest�c, mass�ve mounta�n—�t was not go�ng to budge one b�t. The leaves
hadn’t really started to change color yet for fall, so the mounta�n was st�ll a
deep green. Somewhere up there was the �nn we were head�ng to.

“We’re not far from the center of the c�ty, but �t feels l�ke we’ve gone a
really long way,” I muttered, look�ng at the scenery �n front of me. I took a
deep breath and f�lled my lungs w�th fresh, clean a�r. It was �mpress�ve to
see how much nature was st�ll left w�th�n the c�ty l�m�ts.

“It only took a few decades for the c�ty to f�ll up w�th all those
bu�ld�ngs,” Momoko sa�d.

It made me th�nk of the short story “Musash�no” �n one of Doppo
Kun�k�da’s books. At the beg�nn�ng of the twent�eth century, when Doppo
was al�ve, the area around Musash�no was st�ll so w�ld you could lose



yourself �ns�de �t. These days �t’s just another ne�ghborhood �n Tokyo. The
t�mes change so qu�ckly. It was enough to leave you d�zzy.

At the l�ttle stop �n front of the stat�on, we caught a bus that took us on
the h�ghway to the start�ng po�nt of the fun�cular, halfway up the mounta�n.
By the t�me we got to the bus stop, two tour groups that had probably
arr�ved on the same tra�n as us had already taken the�r seats. Both were
groups of elderly men and women. It was a mystery though what had
brought them all here together. We gave a qu�ck bow and sat down next to
them. The oldest-look�ng woman �n the group sm�led and sa�d, “On a l�ttle
mother-daughter tr�p?”

“Yes,” Momoko sa�d, sm�l�ng back.
We’re not mother and daughter, I thought, but �t was too much trouble

to expla�n our relat�onsh�p, so I nodded and let the express�on on my face
say, That’s my mom, and I’m her daughter.

As soon as we got on the bus, three grade-school-age boys started
talk�ng to us. They were apparently qu�te used to tour�sts because they
d�dn’t seem the sl�ghtest b�t shy. Momoko seemed to l�ke k�ds. She gave
them a b�g sm�le and started happ�ly chatt�ng w�th them.“What grade are
you guys �n?” she asked.

“F�rst!” they answered �n un�son, full of enthus�asm.
They told us the�r fam�l�es ran �nns up on the mounta�n, so they had to

come down the mounta�n every day to go to school.
“That must be hard,” I sa�d, wh�ch was probably what tour�sts always

sa�d to them.
“I suppose,” one repl�ed, sound�ng qu�te grown-up. It was l�ke he was

say�ng, “Oh, now you tell me.”
“Come on, come on!” they shouted. Lett�ng the k�ds lead us, we got off

the bus and cl�mbed the mounta�n road to the fun�cular stat�on. The k�ds
were runn�ng fast, and I qu�ckly ended up a l�ttle out of breath as I brought
up the rear. Momoko turned around and looked at me.

“Takako, you know the real cl�mb�ng doesn’t start unt�l after the
fun�cular. If you’re already t�red, I don’t know what we’re go�ng to do w�th
you,” she teased.

The k�ds burst out laugh�ng.“Lady, you’re never go�ng to make �t. Th�s
�s what happens when you grow up �n the c�ty,” one sa�d, and they laughed
aga�n.



“Actually, I grew up way out �n the country �n Kyushu,” I sa�d, try�ng to
argue the po�nt from the back, but they were go�ng so qu�ckly and I had
fallen so far beh�nd that no one seemed to hear me. Why was Momoko �n
such great shape? The age d�fference between us was enough for people to
m�stake us for mother and daughter. I was start�ng to regret that I hadn’t
packed l�ghter.

When I f�nally made �t to the base of the fun�cular, Momoko handed me
a bottle of tea she’d bought at a g�ft shop. “Here you go,” she sa�d.

I accepted gratefully and gulped �t all down.
 
The fun�cular took us up the mounta�n l�ke the tracks were runn�ng along a
stream. It dropped us off just before the summ�t. Then we waved goodbye
to the k�ds and began to trudge uph�ll aga�n. We’d already made �t to nearly
one thousand meters above sea level. It was hard to bel�eve that just an hour
ago we’d been at the foot of the mounta�n.

Along the narrow road that led to the peak were s�gns w�th
advert�sements and d�rect�ons for each �nn. “Our �nn �s the farthest, so �t’s
go�ng to take forty m�nutes,” Momoko sa�d casually.

“What?” I wh�ned.
“But the v�ew �s �ncred�ble,” she sa�d, and p�nched my cheek.
More sta�rs and steep slopes followed. There was only one l�ttle store

and a s�ngle rest stop. Everyth�ng else was e�ther a mounta�n �nn or a pr�vate
res�dence. Each t�me someone com�ng down from the peak passed us, they
greeted us w�th a cheerful “Hello!”

And each t�me, Momoko and I answered back enthus�ast�cally, “Hello!”
The overwhelm�ng major�ty of the people we saw were elderly, but

there were some young couples and large groups of what looked l�ke
college students. I felt a t�ny b�t rel�eved to see that most of the young
people were dressed �n normal clothes l�ke I was.

F�nally, the �nn we’d been look�ng for came �nto v�ew. At th�s po�nt, I
was completely out of breath. Momoko seemed to be feel�ng the stra�n a b�t
too. “We made �t. We made �t,” she sa�d, s�gh�ng as she w�ped the sweat
from her forehead w�th a towel.

The wooden bu�ld�ng looked pretty worn down. It had three floors that
seemed to be jo�ned to a pr�vate home. The back of the bu�ld�ng was r�ght
up aga�nst the cl�ff. In the large yard out front, someone had left out a



tractor, a rusty b�cycle, and some logs. The place had a very l�ved-�n look.
To put �t n�cely, I guess you could call �t unpretent�ous. To put �t not so
n�cely, �t was a dump. But I had trouble �mag�n�ng Momoko stay�ng at some
neat l�ttle �nn. So I took one look and thought, Th�s looks great.

“Is anyone there?” Momoko opened the door and yelled �ns�de. After a
moment, we heard the sound of someone runn�ng down the hall, and a
young g�rl appeared.

She was dressed �n loose jeans and a sweatsh�rt that was clearly too b�g
for her. She looked about twenty years old.

The g�rl looked at Momoko and spoke so bluntly you never would’ve
guessed she was talk�ng to a guest.“Hey, �s that Momoko?”

“It’s been a wh�le, Haru. How’ve you been?” Momoko repl�ed.
“Who’s th�s? She your daughter? Wa�t, you have ch�ldren?”
“I’m her n�ece, Takako,” I sa�d, �ntroduc�ng myself to Haru before

Momoko could tell another person I was her daughter.
Haru m�ght be a l�ttle b�t rough around the edges, but she d�dn’t seem

part�cularly mean-sp�r�ted.
“N�ce to meet you,” she sa�d, and gave a qu�ck bow �n my d�rect�on.
We heard footsteps from �ns�de aga�n. Th�s t�me a woman �n her f�ft�es

came slowly walk�ng toward us, dressed �n an apron coverall and a
headscarf.

“Ah, Momoko, you’re early,” the woman sa�d w�th a fr�endly sm�le. She
had a br�sk way of talk�ng, but you could sense that she was someone who
l�ked tak�ng care of people.

“It’s n�ce to see you aga�n,” Momoko sa�d, and bowed properly. I
real�zed the woman �n the apron was the �nnkeeper.

“Hey, Momoko,” Haru sa�d, “you gonna work here aga�n?”
“No, Haru. Momoko came as a guest today.”
“Oh no, really?”
See�ng me marvel at th�s back-and-forth, Momoko wh�spered �n my

ear.“When I left Satoru’s, I moved up here for a l�ttle wh�le and the
�nnkeeper gave me a job.”

“So that’s what happened?” I sa�d, ra�s�ng my vo�ce �n surpr�se.
“Bas�cally,” she repl�ed nonchalantly.
The �nnkeeper led us to our room. It was only just after 2 p.m., so we

were the f�rst guests of the day. The �ns�de of the bu�ld�ng was just as messy



as the outs�de. There was stuff everywhere. In the hallway, someone had
left an empty aquar�um, a huge p�le of magaz�nes, an old TV, and an
acoust�c gu�tar. When I snuck a peek at the k�tchen next to the entryway, �t
looked pretty chaot�c. Same for the to�lets, the washroom, and the bath. It
felt more l�ke a board�nghouse than an �nn. Dur�ng summer vacat�on, �t was
probably f�lled w�th students. I don’t know whether the other �nns on the
mounta�n were s�m�lar, but �n th�s �nn, the atmosphere was extremely
casual.

She led us to a room at the far corner because �t had the best v�ew. It
was about ten tatam� mats large, the perfect s�ze for the two of us.

Outs�de the w�ndow, we were surrounded by dense green fol�age. The
trees swayed gently �n the breeze. Now and then we heard a b�rd call that
m�ght have been a thrush. The mounta�ns �n the d�stance were shrouded �n
m�st. Up above, dr�ft�ng slowly across the aqua-blue sky, was a group of
l�ttle, dappled clouds that looked l�ke a school of f�sh. As I stared at the
v�ew, I felt myself los�ng all sense of t�me.

I sat by the w�ndow for a wh�le, gaz�ng at the scenery. Bes�de me,
Momoko was unusually qu�et as she looked at the v�ew, perhaps overcome
by the same emot�ons. I tr�ed to �mag�ne what �t must’ve been l�ke to l�ve
and work �n a place l�ke th�s. I surpr�sed myself when I real�zed I m�ght
enjoy �t.

Then there was a forceful knock�ng at the door, and Haru came �n.“It’s
already gett�ng really cold at n�ght,” she sa�d, carry�ng a heavy-look�ng
stove �n both hands. She put �t down w�th a thud �n a corner of the room.

“Thanks,” I sa�d.
“Yup, enjoy!” she repl�ed on her way out, sound�ng more l�ke a wa�tress

at a bar.
“Momoko, how long d�d you work here?” I asked.
She cocked her head to one s�de to th�nk. Then she sa�d, “About three

years, I guess.”
“What d�d you do after that?”
“Well, all sorts of stuff. People can l�ve anywhere �f they put the�r m�nd

to �t.”
That was def�n�tely true �n her case. She seemed f�erce enough to l�ve

anywhere.



“Well,” she sa�d, jump�ng to her feet. “Shall we go out for a b�t before
d�nner?”

We were go�ng to leave the real h�k�ng for the next day, and so we
dec�ded to pay our respects to the shr�ne up the mounta�n. Momoko sa�d the
shr�ne was just a stone’s throw from the �nn, and �t would take us less than
f�ve m�nutes to get there. When we passed the l�ttle corner w�th �ts modest
g�ft shop and restaurant, the large tor�� gate of the shr�ne appeared before us.
We gave a qu�ck bow at the gate and followed a group of people onto the
grounds.

The shr�ne was much n�cer than I expected �t to be. We passed one
sanctuary and treasure hall after another. On the path lead�ng to the ma�n
shr�ne, countless stone monuments crowded s�de by s�de. I read a s�gn that
expla�ned �ts h�story, and �t sa�d the or�g�nal shr�ne had been constructed �n
th�s locat�on more than 1,200 years ago �n the Nara per�od. From the M�ddle
Ages, the s�te was cons�dered one of the sacred mounta�ns �n the reg�on.
Worsh�ppers had flocked to the mounta�n for centur�es.

I was shocked to d�scover that �t had been around for so long. For
hundreds of years, so many had made the same trek to v�s�t th�s shr�ne.
There was no transportat�on then, so the walk must’ve taken days or even
weeks. It must’ve meant even more to them than �t d�d to us today. I felt
humbled by my lack of fa�th.

We cl�mbed the steep stone steps to get to the ma�n shr�ne. There were
br�ght purple blossoms �n the w�ld gent�an grow�ng along the route. The
sta�rs seemed to go on forever, and we struggled to make �t up to the shr�ne.
The other tour�sts were breath�ng hard as they cl�mbed the steps. When we
f�nally stood �n front of the hall of worsh�p, I struggled to catch my breath
aga�n.

I somehow pulled myself together, and we threw our co�ns �nto the
collect�on box and pressed our hands together �n prayer.

I looked over at Momoko when I was done, but she was st�ll pray�ng.
The express�on on her face was extremely ser�ous.

When she opened her eyes aga�n, I asked, “What are you pray�ng for?”
“Noth�ng.”
“But �t looked l�ke you were pray�ng w�th such �ntens�ty.”
“A shr�ne �sn’t where you pray for someth�ng. It’s a place for you to

express grat�tude. It’s for you to tell the gods, ‘Thank you for always



watch�ng over me.’ ”
“Oh, I just asked for someth�ng, um, fervently.”
“What d�d you ask for?”
“You know, good health, and that I don’t go broke.”
Momoko laughed, say�ng that sounded a lot l�ke me. We d�d a loop

around the grounds of the shr�ne to look around. Then she sa�d, “When I
f�rst left Satoru, I wandered to th�s shr�ne. That’s how I ended up ask�ng �f I
could stay at that �nn. I d�dn’t have anyone else to turn to, so I asked the
�nnkeeper �f I could move �n and work there. It turned out that she was
actually short-handed at the t�me. She had just lost her husband, and she
d�dn’t have Haru yet. But even so, for her to h�re a strange m�ddle-aged
woman . . . It was really generous of her.”

She l�kes to talk about herself �n the th�rd person, I thought, we�rdly
�mpressed.

Before we left, we stood together and bowed aga�n. The ma�n shr�ne
was sh�n�ng beaut�fully �n the sett�ng sun. Then we went back down the
steep path to the �nn.

I took a bath to wash away all the sweat. Wh�le I was ly�ng around on
my futon wa�t�ng for Momoko to f�n�sh her bath, I was overcome by
drows�ness aga�n. When Momoko shook me awake, �t was already well past
d�nnert�me.

Wh�le I was �n dreamland, two other groups of guests had come to the
hotel. We all met �n the d�n�ng hall. One group was composed of three
generat�ons of the same fam�ly. The other was a pa�r of m�ddle-aged men.
The men were already a l�ttle drunk. When we came �nto the room, they
greeted us by shout�ng, “Sorry, we started w�thout you!” The�r vo�ces were
r�d�culously loud.

There was so much to eat at d�nner that �t was overwhelm�ng. The
�nnkeeper kept br�ng�ng one th�ng after another. S�mmered d�shes,
fermented soybeans, p�ckled scall�ons, k�mch�—there were so many
d�fferent l�ttle s�des. She even made a hot pot and tempura.

The most del�c�ous d�sh of all was the ayu sweetf�sh gr�lled w�th m�so.
After eat�ng that w�th r�ce and m�so soup, I was full, so I gave my hot pot
and tempura to the men. Thanks to the relaxed atmosphere at the �nn, there
was an unusually fest�ve feel�ng �n the d�n�ng hall. The men were both
�nterested �n mounta�n cl�mb�ng, and they had been to th�s mounta�n many



t�mes. As bl�nd drunk as they were, they st�ll took the t�me to tell us all the�r
recommendat�ons for places to v�s�t. I would’ve l�ked to have seen the spots
where the v�olets and false anemones grew, but �t was too late �n the year.

The fam�ly sa�d they’d come for a l�ttle tr�p, just to be together as a
fam�ly before the grandson’s wedd�ng. The grandmother was now
somewhere between e�ghty-seven and e�ghty-n�ne. (The quest�on of her
exact age provoked a br�ef d�spute.) They had to push her wheelcha�r the
whole way from the fun�cular stat�on to the �nn.

“Th�s �s my last tr�p,” the grandmother murmured.
“What! You’re st�ll so young. You’ve st�ll got t�me for lots of tr�ps!”

Momoko �ns�sted, look�ng qu�te happy.
Later, after the two other groups went upsta�rs, Momoko launched �nto a

nonstop conversat�on w�th the �nnkeeper, so I went up to the room ahead of
her.

When I got back to our room, I thought about what Momoko had been
l�ke all day, and came to the conclus�on that all my worr�es about the tr�p
had been �n my head. She seemed so happy. She was the same cheerful
person she always was. She’d probably just been nostalg�c for the place
where she used to work.

I’d come all th�s way w�th the wrong �dea. Just l�ke w�th H�deak�. I was
someone who took a long t�me to f�gure th�ngs out. But maybe �t d�dn’t
matter. I was enjoy�ng myself. That’s what I thought as I wa�ted for
Momoko.
 
When Momoko came back to the room, she sa�d, “We’ve got an early start
tomorrow. Let’s go to bed,” and qu�ckly got under the covers.

But hav�ng fool�shly taken two naps that day, I couldn’t fall asleep.
Momoko was asleep w�th�n three m�nutes of gett�ng �nto bed. I could

hear her breath�ng peacefully (w�th the occas�onal bout of snor�ng).
As I lay there, I was sorry I’d forgotten my book at the Saveur—not that

those regrets d�d me any good now. Then, at the same moment, Wada’s face
appeared �n my m�nd.

I wonder what he’s do�ng r�ght now. Probably sleep�ng. And here I am
spend�ng a sleepless n�ght �n a strange place. We m�ght not be far from
home, but I feel lonely. I really m�ss h�m. It wouldn’t have k�lled me to have
asked h�m for h�s number. Now I m�ght never see h�m aga�n. He doesn’t



have any more reason to go to the coffee shop. It hurts to real�ze that �t
m�ght be too late now for anyth�ng but regret.

The more I thought about �t, the more awake I felt, so I qu�etly snuck
out of the room. The whole �nn was asleep. But then I saw a l�ght com�ng
from the sl�d�ng door of the l�ttle room at the end of the hall. T�ptoe�ng over
and sneak�ng a peek �ns�de, I saw Haru s�tt�ng w�th her legs crossed �n front
of a desk, scowl�ng at the computer screen. She had the same �ntense
express�on on her face that Momoko had when she was pray�ng at the
temple.

When I tr�ed to t�ptoe away, she not�ced me and called out
absentm�ndedly “What’s up? Someth�ng happen?”

“I just couldn’t sleep,” I sa�d.
“In that case, maybe you should go for a walk. It’s a clear n�ght, the

stars should be pretty.” She gestured toward the entrance w�th her ch�n.
“Maybe I w�ll,” I sa�d.
As I was about to walk out the door, I heard, “Wa�t a sec. It’s p�tch black

out there and �t’s dangerous for a g�rl to be all alone.” Haru came after me
w�th a flashl�ght �n her hand.

We qu�etly opened the front door and went �nto the yard.
Because of the h�gh alt�tude, we could see our breath even though �t was

st�ll only the m�ddle of October. When I looked up at the sky, the stars
seemed so much closer than usual. There were w�nter constellat�ons that we
wouldn’t have seen �n the c�ty. Across from the cl�ffs, they were tw�nkl�ng
over the roll�ng mounta�ns.

We walked slowly together toward the shr�ne. Everyone was asleep.
There wasn’t a s�ngle room w�th a l�ght on. The only no�se was the
sat�sfy�ng cl�p-clop sound of our sandals.

“I’m sorry I dragged you along on th�s.”
“No worr�es. I was just look�ng at someth�ng onl�ne.” Haru took a

c�garette from her pocket, put �t �n her mouth, and l�t �t. Then she stood
there look�ng out at the darkness, exhal�ng smoke.

“When d�d you start work�ng here, Haru?”
“S�nce I graduated h�gh school. The boss �s one of my relat�ves.”
“Is that r�ght?”
“Pretty much everybody here’s l�ke that. They run the �nn w�th the�r

fam�l�es and relat�ves. Beyond that, the local h�gh school k�ds come to work



part-t�me when they’re on break. People l�ke Momoko are pretty unusual.”
“Is the job fun?”
“Hard to say. Th�s �s the only job I’ve ever had. It gets pretty busy when

the students are here. But th�s t�me of year can be a l�ttle lonely. Why are
you travel�ng together? You don’t seem that close.” Haru asked the quest�on
w�thout seem�ng to have any spec�al �nterest �n the answer.

“I don’t really know. Before we left, I had the feel�ng there was
someth�ng she wanted to tell me, but now �t seems l�ke that was just �n my
head.”

“Hmmm . . . Now that you ment�on �t though, back when she was
work�ng here, she was �n a much darker mood. See�ng her aga�n now, I was
k�nd of surpr�sed to see how cheerful she was.”

“Really?”
“Yeah. In her later days here, she was more upbeat, maybe, but when I

f�rst started here, she hardly ever talked. She k�nda scared me.”
I tr�ed to env�s�on Momoko be�ng l�ke that, but I really couldn’t do �t.
“I don’t get �t, I guess,” she sa�d, and threw her c�garette �n the ashtray

that had been �nstalled r�ght �n front of the tor�� gate of the shr�ne.
A shoot�ng star streaked across the n�ght sky and d�sappeared. At wh�ch

po�nt, Haru let out a s�ngle, mass�ve sneeze.
“Should we head back?” I asked.
Haru sn�ffled and sa�d, “Sure.”



8

The next morn�ng, I couldn’t seem to muster the energy to get out from
under the covers of my futon. I just lay there dawdl�ng. Momoko tr�ed to r�p
the covers off me a few t�mes, but I held on t�ght and fought her tooth and
na�l.

It was after n�ne when I f�nally got up, washed my face, and wandered
the �nn �n search of her.

“She’s got to be �n the yard,” the �nnkeeper told me, try�ng to keep from
laugh�ng.

When I went outs�de, I saw Momoko stand�ng �n the m�ddle of the yard,
drenched �n morn�ng l�ght. She was st�ll wear�ng her yukata from last n�ght,
but she was �n a funny pose.

“What’re you do�ng?” I asked.
“Ta� Ch�,” she sa�d. She told me �t had been a morn�ng rout�ne for years.

“It’s really good for your health. Plus �t makes you feel good. You want to
try �t w�th me, sleepyhead?”

Was she do�ng �t every morn�ng at the bookshop? I’m sure the s�ght of a
m�ddle-aged woman do�ng Ta� Ch� �n front of a second-hand bookstore
surpr�sed the bus�nessmen on the�r way to work. Just �mag�n�ng �t made me
almost burst out laugh�ng.

After f�n�sh�ng breakfast, Momoko and I f�nally left for our h�ke. Today
I was fully prepared, wear�ng clothes �t was much eas�er to move �n. All of
the other guests seemed to have started off long before us. When I told
Momoko we st�ll had plenty of t�me, she turned and gave me an �cy glare.

As we left the �nn, the �nnkeeper called after us, “See you soon!”
If you went over two mounta�ns on the tra�l, you’d make �t to an

overlook w�th an amaz�ng v�ew. That’s where we were headed.
It was n�ce and cold �n the mounta�ns. We were surrounded by cedars,

some of them f�ve t�mes my s�ze. When I stopped to have a look at the



pretty w�ldflowers grow�ng here and there along the way, Momoko would
po�nt at each and tell me �ts name. She had only l�ved here for a few years,
but st�ll she knew qu�te a lot about l�fe here. I, on the other hand, had not
been h�k�ng s�nce a summer program �n grade school. It was fun to walk �n
the mounta�ns w�th such a knowledgeable gu�de. I d�dn’t have to worry
about gett�ng lost. Feel�ng a l�ttle better, I started to hum a song we sang on
the weekend tr�p, “The Bear �n the Woods.”

But th�s was only at the very beg�nn�ng of the h�ke. After that, I wasn’t
s�ng�ng songs anymore. The path, wh�ch was flat and w�de at f�rst,
gradually grew narrower and steeper. It’s l�ke �t was tell�ng me, “Th�s
mounta�n doesn’t mess around.” Soon �t was hard to f�nd your foot�ng, and I
was afra�d that �f I stopped pay�ng attent�on for a moment, my feet would
sl�p. One m�nute, I was bl�thely s�ng�ng, “And th�s �s what the bear sa�d!”
The next, I felt l�ke I was trapped �n a bottomless p�t, too uncoord�nated to
f�nd my way out.

But Momoko d�dn’t seem to th�nk the path was bad at all. She kept
go�ng, n�mbly mak�ng her way, show�ng no mercy. When the d�stance
between us grew too w�de, she would stop and wa�t for me to catch up.

“Hey, um, M�ss Mounta�n Gu�de, can we slow down a b�t?” I grumbled,
around the t�me we had just passed the g�gant�c boulder known as Tengu
Rock, because �t looked a l�ttle l�ke that myth�cal creature w�th the long
nose.

“I wonder whose fault �t �s that we don’t have much t�me? If we don’t
hurry now, the sun w�ll set on our way home. And �t gets p�tch black at
n�ght �n the mounta�ns, you know,” Momoko sa�d curtly.

I d�dn’t have a response for that.
“We’ll take a l�ttle break a l�ttle farther ahead. Keep �t up a b�t longer,”

Momoko sa�d to encourage me. Then she walked on br�skly.
It was after m�dday when we f�nally took a br�ef rest bes�de a clear

mounta�n stream. We d�v�ded up the on�g�r� the �nnkeeper had packed for
us, so we each had two. L�sten�ng to the sooth�ng sound of water �n the
dappled l�ght that streamed through the trees eased my wear�ness a l�ttle. I
took several deep breaths of that pure mounta�n a�r, try�ng to catch my
breath. Momoko st�ll seemed perfectly well composed. She had a plac�d
express�on on her face as she b�t �nto her on�g�r�.

“Momoko, you’re really �n good shape.”



“Takako, as young as you are, you really have no endurance.”
I laughed, and teased her a l�ttle. “Momoko, you’ll probably be �n great

shape even when you’re that old lady’s age.”
Momoko laughed. “Honestly, �t doesn’t look l�ke �t’s go�ng to turn out

that way. I’m s�ck. And pretty soon I’ll start to fall apart.”
“What?” I sa�d.
“Okay, break’s over. Just a l�ttle farther to go,” she sa�d, sound�ng all

f�red up as she walked away.
S�ck? How could Momoko be s�ck? She doesn’t look s�ck at all . . .
Momoko turned back and saw me st�ll stand�ng there. “If you don’t get

a move on,” she called, “I’ll leave you beh�nd!” She looked so small at th�s
d�stance from beh�nd. I rushed to chase after her.
 
After that, we devoted our attent�on to h�k�ng and hardly exchanged a word.

At one po�nt, we went down a rugged slope that was just bare rock, then
c�rcled halfway around the mounta�n, and went up another slope. We went
up and down, aga�n and aga�n, on our route. My poor feet were scream�ng
�n pa�n.

Then, all of sudden, the sky opened up before us, and the summ�t came
�nto v�ew. On the peak, the v�ew�ng platform looked sort of l�ke a flan
rest�ng on a plate. There were a few p�nes scattered around an expanse of
redd�sh-brown earth. Ahead of us was the steep drop-off of the cl�ff. The
only other v�s�tor was a m�ddle-aged man, s�tt�ng on a bench mounted r�ght
next to the edge of the cl�ff. Everyth�ng around was qu�et and calm. We sat
down together on the bench across from the man. The gentle breeze,
com�ng stra�ght at us, began to cool our burn�ng muscles.

The v�ew from the mounta�ntop was def�n�tely �mpress�ve. We were
surrounded by green as far as the eye could see. Everywhere you looked
there were mounta�n peaks press�ng up aga�nst each other. And the sky felt
unbel�evably close. So endless and clear. If I stared at �t too long, I felt l�ke
�t m�ght swallow me whole.

When I squ�nted, I could just make out the c�ty of Tokyo. It was so
small �t looked l�ke a l�ttle speck �n the d�stance. I tr�ed to �mag�ne that
tomorrow I’d be back l�v�ng my l�fe aga�n �n that l�ttle speck, but here on
the mounta�n I couldn’t bel�eve that l�fe was real. Wouldn’t �t be better to



just stay here and l�ve l�ke th�s? It felt l�ke �t. I wondered �f Momoko had
the same thoughts the f�rst t�me she came here.

“Hey, Momoko?”
“Yeah?”
“What made you dec�de to leave Satoru?”
I wasn’t ask�ng because my uncle wanted me to. I just wanted to ask

her. And th�s t�me I hoped Momoko would actually answer me. All of a
sudden �t felt l�ke she would.

“Hmmm . . .” she nodded sl�ghtly, star�ng stra�ght ahead. As I wa�ted for
her to say someth�ng, I stared stra�ght ahead l�ke her, not say�ng a word. A
swallow flew across the sky above us w�thout mak�ng a sound.

“I told you about the person I was �n love w�th a long t�me ago, r�ght?”
she sa�d, st�ll fac�ng forward.

“Yeah.”
“Well, when I was w�th h�m, I got pregnant. I’d always wanted a fam�ly

so badly, so when I found out I was unbel�evably happy. He d�dn’t share my
joy at all though. Well, that’s because he already had a w�fe and k�d back �n
Japan. I found that out afterward.”

A strong gust of w�nd blew �n and sw�rled up a cloud of sand. A
moment later, everyth�ng fell s�lent aga�n.

“If I’d been stronger, I m�ght have been able to save the baby at least.
But I wasn’t. I d�dn’t have the conf�dence to f�nd happ�ness by caus�ng
someone else so much pa�n, or the courage to pay that pr�ce and go on
l�v�ng. Afterward, I regretted �t so much I wanted to d�e. But, by that po�nt,
�t was too late.” She s�ghed a l�ttle and sm�led fa�ntly.

“Then I met Satoru and we got marr�ed. Satoru was desperate to have
k�ds too. But somehow we were never blessed w�th them. Ten years passed
and then we were g�ven a ch�ld at last. Satoru was happy too. I was so
happy I cr�ed. But before the baby was born, �t d�ed �ns�de me. I felt l�ke I
was be�ng pun�shed. And I was be�ng pun�shed because back then I had let
my baby d�e. I felt l�ke I d�dn’t deserve to g�ve b�rth now. Satoru tr�ed h�s
best to comfort me. I’m sure �t was hard for h�m too. He’s so r�d�culously
k�nd. You already know that though, r�ght, Takako?”

I nodded.
“After that, I managed to get back on my feet somehow, and the two of

us worked hard together to rev�ve the Mor�sak� Bookshop. Satoru was



careful not to say another word about the baby. And then he became more
and more absorbed by runn�ng the bookshop. I l�ked the shop, and I l�ked to
th�nk that I could love Satoru the way he loved me. But that wasn’t enough.
No matter how much t�me passed, the sadness never went away. I was
carry�ng th�s feel�ng around—l�ke there was a gap�ng hole left open �ns�de
me. And �nstead of d�sappear�ng, the empt�ness �ns�de me seemed to grow
day by day. I started to th�nk that be�ng w�th h�m when I was feel�ng th�s
way was almost a betrayal. Then I woke up one day and real�zed how far
I’d let th�ngs go.” Momoko let out a long s�gh. It was l�ke she’d been
hold�ng her breath unt�l she f�n�shed tell�ng me the story. “If he wants to
look down on me for do�ng someth�ng so self�sh, what can I say? I can’t
argue w�th h�m. That’s why I’ve been afra�d to talk to h�m about �t. I mean
you seem pretty shocked.”

How could I poss�bly respond? I had no �dea what to say. There’s
probably no way at th�s po�nt �n my l�fe for me to �mag�ne the pa�n she felt.
I could understand only the �ntens�ty of feel�ng. In the face of someth�ng
l�ke that, any easy words I m�ght offer seemed mean�ngless. I could only s�t
there bes�de her, shak�ng my head �n s�lence.

After a wh�le, Momoko got slowly to her feet. “Sorry to bore you w�th
all th�s. Let’s hurry back.”

That’s when I not�ced the l�ght was start�ng to fade on the mounta�n
r�dge across from us.
 
On the way home from the summ�t, Momoko moved so qu�ckly that she
ended up ahead of me aga�n. I had so much on my m�nd that I was lost �n
my own thoughts the whole way. Thanks to wh�ch, I lost my foot�ng a few
t�mes and fell hard on my butt.

By the t�me we got back to the �nn, I was exhausted. It was already
fa�rly dark outs�de, and at some po�nt �t had even started to dr�zzle. There
was st�ll an hour before d�nnert�me, so we went stra�ght to the bath.

I soaked for a long t�me �n the hot water, star�ng up at the ce�l�ng �n a
daze. It had been a really long day. When I looked out the w�ndow, the v�ew
was already g�v�ng way to a deep darkness. The m�lky wh�te steam r�s�ng
from the bath dr�fted outs�de l�ke �t was be�ng swallowed up by the n�ght.

The clatter of a door be�ng flung open caught me by surpr�se. When I
looked over, I saw Momoko stand�ng there �n the steamy haze, totally



naked. Now that she’d str�pped off her clothes, she looked even smaller
than usual.

“Can I come �n?”
“Um . . . sure . . . please,” I started to say, but she came �n w�thout

wa�t�ng for my reply.
“You’re so young, Takako. Your sk�n’s so n�ce and fresh,” she sa�d,

hav�ng a look at me �n the bath.
I automat�cally turned my back to her. “I’m not that young,” I sa�d.
“Oh, you’ve st�ll got a lot ahead of you. I mean look at that gorgeous

curve from your neck to your chest. As you get older, your age tends to
show there. But your sk�n �s st�ll so n�ce and smooth. I’m jealous,” she sa�d,
eye�ng me w�th a l�ttle sm�rk.

“Th�s totally counts as sexual harassment,” I sa�d.
“Oh, don’t worry, Takako,” she sa�d, laugh�ng loudly. The sound of her

laughter reverberated pleasantly �ns�de the walls of the bathhouse.
When she f�rst walked �n, I’d not�ced the fa�rly pa�nful-look�ng scar

from her operat�on runn�ng vert�cally about ten cent�meters down her
stomach. Although she hadn’t made any attempt to h�de �t, I st�ll felt l�ke I’d
seen someth�ng I shouldn’t have. I looked away. It made me th�nk of what
she’d sa�d earl�er �n the day about what had happened to her and about the
empt�ness she felt �ns�de. It felt hard to talk, l�ke I had someth�ng stuck �n
my throat.

After she was done wash�ng, Momoko got �nto the water bes�de me and
closed her eyes contentedly. “Ah,” she sa�d, “that feels so good.”

As I looked at her face �n prof�le, I felt a strange �mpulse to take her �n
my arms and hug her. “What’s that?” I sa�d, po�nt�ng out the w�ndow. The
moment she was d�stracted, I leapt. But Momoko must have sensed me
com�ng because she n�mbly eluded me.

“What? What’re you do�ng?” she shr�eked.
“Noth�ng,” I laughed, splash�ng as I came closer, slowly but stead�ly

back�ng her �nto one end of the bath, l�ke a border coll�e runn�ng down a
wayward sheep.

“What �s �t, Takako? You’ve got a crazy look �n your eye.”
Ignor�ng the sound of fear �n her vo�ce, I pounced. Then I closed my

eyes and held on t�ght. Her shoulders felt very small and very warm.



“Wa�t a . . . what are you . . .” She fought me off frant�cally. Water was
splash�ng everywhere. Waves spread over the surface of the bath. But I
d�dn’t loosen my gr�p.

F�nally, she seemed to understand and gave �n. Her body relaxed, and
she let her head rest on my shoulder.

“I g�ve up. I d�dn’t know that’s what you wanted, Takako,” she sa�d as
she leaned on me.

“You weren’t pay�ng attent�on.”
We both let out a laugh, but we stayed l�ke that for a long t�me, at one

end of the b�g bath, hold�ng each other.
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Our second n�ght was much qu�eter than the f�rst. The guests we’d met the
n�ght before had already gone back down the mounta�n. In the�r place were
a man and a woman who seemed to have just arr�ved that day. The couple
talked qu�etly to each other through d�nner. I found myself hat�ng them.
Why d�d they have to come to a board�ng house l�ke th�s place? They ought
to be at one of those hot spr�ng �nns where they could do what they wanted
and keep the�r relat�onsh�p a secret.

The �nnkeeper came �n carry�ng a serv�ng tray and d�screetly turned on
the fa�rly anc�ent telev�s�on �n the m�ddle of the room. I th�nk there was
someth�ng wrong w�th the volume, because the sound of people laugh�ng on
screen would suddenly cut out, d�sappear�ng �ns�de the cathode-ray tube of
the TV. When that happened, the room seemed even more s�lent than
before. I found the way the sound cut out we�rdly scary, and eventually I
got up, went over to the TV, and turned �t off.

We went back to our room and lay under the covers of our futons, s�de
by s�de. Once we turned off the l�ghts, �t felt terr�bly qu�et. The ra�n seemed
to have stopped too. We could no longer hear the sound of ra�n fall�ng �n the
d�stance.

“Let’s not rush to leave �n the morn�ng,” Momoko sa�d qu�etly.
“That sounds good,” I sa�d, but my m�nd was elsewhere. I was star�ng

up at the ce�l�ng �n the dark. Momoko had told me before that she couldn’t
sleep �f there was even a small l�ght on, so �t was p�tch black �n the room.
And yet as I lay there w�th my eyes open, gradually gett�ng used to the dark,
I could make out the s�lhouettes of th�ngs �n the room, however d�mly.

A moment later, I called out softly to Momoko, whom I knew had to be
r�ght next to me though I couldn’t see her. “Are you awake?”

“Yeah?” She answered r�ght away as �f she was awake too.



“Can we talk for a second?” I asked �n a qu�et vo�ce, st�ll star�ng at the
ce�l�ng.

“Sure. I k�nd of feel l�ke talk�ng too.”
“It’s about what you sa�d th�s afternoon . . .”
“What were we talk�ng about?”
“Be�ng s�ck . . .”
“Oh yeah.” She had paused for a moment before she answered.
“Is �t—�s �t really bad?” I asked the quest�on �n one breath l�ke I was

read�ng a l�ne from a scr�pt. My vo�ce sounded so helpless �n the dark.
“Yeah. If you th�nk of �t l�ke that, �t’s pretty bad. But �f you th�nk about

�t another way, �t’s not so bad.”
“What do you mean?”
“Hmmm . . .” Momoko drew out the sound unt�l �t became a groan.

“What I mean �s, you know how there are people who d�e unexpectedly �n
an acc�dent or from a sudden �llness, and they never get the chance to say
goodbye to anyone? Well, maybe, compared to them, I’m really fortunate. I
st�ll have t�me for all that.”

“You mean . . .”
“Nah, �t’s noth�ng to get so worr�ed about. It’s not l�ke I’m about to d�e

r�ght now or anyth�ng. A l�ttle wh�le ago, I went �nto the hosp�tal and they
removed my uterus and d�d a bunch of other th�ngs, and now I’m go�ng
regularly to the hosp�tal, and they’re f�gur�ng out my prognos�s. I th�nk �t’s
just someth�ng I have to keep an eye on for the next few years.”

“And �s that why you went back to my uncle?”
“It’s not l�ke I dec�ded to come back as soon as I found out I was s�ck.

The thought d�dn’t even occur to me at f�rst. But then I had th�s dream one
day when I was �n the hosp�tal and feel�ng pretty depressed.”

“A dream?”
I rolled over to face Momoko �n the dark. But �t was too dark to see the

express�on on her face.
“In the dream I was on a boat that was r�ght about to leave the harbor.

No, actually, I th�nk I m�ght’ve been the boat. Anyway, I was paddl�ng out
toward the hor�zon. I could see all the way out there �n the d�stance. I knew
for certa�n that once I got there, I was never com�ng back. When I turned
around, I saw a man stand�ng �n the harbor, wav�ng at me. I could tell at a
glance that �t was Satoru. I had th�s feel�ng deep down that we would never



see each other aga�n, so I tr�ed w�th all my m�ght to wave back at h�m. But
my boat was too fast—Satoru grew smaller and smaller as I left h�m beh�nd.
Before I knew �t, I’d lost s�ght of h�m, and I was alone, dr�ft�ng across the
ocean. That was the dream.” I could hear Momoko rustl�ng her covers as
she turned to face me. Then she laughed for a moment.

“It’s embarrass�ng, but when I woke up from that dream �n my room at
the hosp�tal, I started cry�ng, and I cr�ed so much I couldn’t bel�eve �t. I
mean I knew �t was just a dream. But the tears kept com�ng, one after
another. In the end, I was sobb�ng. I can’t even remember the last t�me I
cr�ed before th�s. That’s how rarely I cry, but that day I was just a total
mess. I was so, so sad. It was unbearable. And then I knew I wanted to see
Satoru aga�n, no matter what. It’s we�rd, don’t you th�nk?”

“I don’t th�nk so.” When I tr�ed to �mag�ne how lonely she must have
felt then, I kept shak�ng my head. I couldn’t see her go�ng through
someth�ng l�ke that.

“It’s def�n�tely we�rd,” Momoko declared. “But that’s why I came back,
even though I st�ll felt ashamed.”

“So that’s what happened . . . but you’re st�ll not plann�ng on talk�ng to
my uncle about your �llness?”

“Nope. Not plann�ng on �t,” she repl�ed flatly.
“Why not?”
“At th�s po�nt, I don’t want to be a burden to h�m now.”
“He’s much stronger than you g�ve h�m cred�t for.”
“You’re r�ght. Of course he can handle �t. That’s not the �ssue. It’s about

h�s feel�ngs. I can’t do that to h�m. It wouldn’t be fa�r after everyth�ng that’s
happened.”

“But �f you don’t try to tell h�m—” Momoko �nterrupted me before I
could say, “you’ll never know.”

“I made my dec�s�on the moment I dec�ded to come see h�m.”
“But . . . but . . . then you told me.” I real�zed my vo�ce was gett�ng

louder.
“I guess I wanted to tell someone after all,” Momoko sa�d softly. “I just

wanted to open up to someone . . . about leav�ng . . . about gett�ng s�ck. And
I knew that �f I asked you not to tell Satoru, that you would keep my
secret.”



“That’s not . . .” I sa�d, my vo�ce break�ng as I started to cry. “That’s not
fa�r.”

“You’re r�ght. It’s not fa�r. I’m sorry, Takako. It made me so happy
when you hugged me �n the bath. I was truly happy. You’re a really k�nd
g�rl. That’s why Satoru and I love you so much.”

I bur�ed myself �n the covers as tears ran down my cheeks. I kept
repeat�ng the words over and over aga�n. It’s not fa�r . . . It’s not fa�r.
Momoko kept say�ng she was sorry. But I went on repeat�ng the phrase
dozens of t�mes. And I kept on go�ng unt�l, at some po�nt, I cr�ed myself out
and fell asleep.
 
The next morn�ng under an overcast sky, the �nnkeeper and Haru saw us off.
Just as she had when we arr�ved, Momoko stood �n the entryway and bowed
formally to the �nnkeeper. The �nnkeeper laughed as she tr�ed to get her to
stop, but Momoko pers�sted. “See ya!” Haru sa�d casually and waved
goodbye.

Momoko was back to her usual cheerful self �n the morn�ng. On our
descent, she talked cheerfully. “Oh look, the l�l�es are bloom�ng . . . The
leaves are start�ng to show some color over there.” When I repl�ed, I tr�ed
my best to be as cheerful as I could. I d�dn’t know what else to do.

We parted ways at Sh�njuku Stat�on that even�ng. W�th the crowds
teem�ng around her, Momoko stood �n front of the turnst�le and bowed
deeply to me. “Thank you, Takako,” she sa�d. “I had a really good t�me.”
The sm�le on her face was almost dazzl�ng. Look�ng back at her, I took a
r�sk and asked, “What are you go�ng to do now?”

“I’m go�ng back to the bookshop.”
“No, that’s not what I mean. I mean after that.”
Momoko sa�d, “Hmmm . . .” and folded her arms. “I’ll f�gure someth�ng

out.” That was all she sa�d. Then she turned br�skly on her heels and
d�sappeared �nto the crowd.

I stood there star�ng, even after I lost s�ght of her small f�gure �n the
crowd. I tr�ed to �mag�ne what m�ght happen next, but the feel�ngs �t st�rred
up �n me were more than I could bear.
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Uncle Satoru called two days later, somet�me before noon. When I saw h�s
number show up on my cell phone, I could already �mag�ne what had
happened.

“Sorry to bother you at work,” he sa�d �n a low monotone as soon as I
p�cked up. “There’s a letter wa�t�ng for you when you come by the shop . .
.”

So that’s what happened. I let out a long s�gh. I shouldn’t have let her go
off l�ke that. Yet even �f I had known that th�s was go�ng to happen, what on
earth could I have done?

Momoko d�dn’t play fa�r. I knew that. As I squeezed my cell phone �n
my hand, I could feel the anger well�ng up �ns�de me.

“Takako?” I hadn’t sa�d anyth�ng for so long that my uncle called out to
me, start�ng to doubt I was st�ll there.

“I’m com�ng r�ght over.”
“What about work?” my uncle was ask�ng when I hung up.
It’s not fa�r. It’s not fa�r. I kept repeat�ng the words over and over aga�n

�n my head as the tra�n carr�ed me to J�mbocho. It’s not fa�r. Th�s �sn’t how
adults act. I could understand some of what she was feel�ng. To be m�ss�ng
�n act�on for f�ve whole years, and then suddenly return only to say you’re
s�ck. I could see how you m�ght hes�tate to say someth�ng. But �f she really
st�ll loved my uncle, then that was all the more reason to tell h�m. And what
was go�ng to happen to my uncle once she’d left h�m aga�n? It had been
hard enough for h�m the last t�me she left w�thout say�ng anyth�ng.

I was on my uncle’s s�de. Just as he had been on my s�de all th�s t�me.
And that’s why I couldn’t forg�ve Momoko for d�sappear�ng aga�n. The
anger kept well�ng up �ns�de me. I couldn’t conta�n �t. I was so angry. I was
angr�er than I’d ever been before. My body was trembl�ng.



When I got to the bookshop, my uncle showed me the note she’d left for
me.

It sa�d, “Thank you. Please take care of yourself.”
I tore �t �nto l�ttle p�eces and let them fall on the floor.
My uncle stared at me, dumbfounded.
“It’s not fa�r. It’s cowardly. I can’t bel�eve her. She only showed me her

good s�de, and then she left. She just ran away.”
“Takako?” My uncle was peer�ng at me w�th a look of concern. “Um,

Taka—”
I �nterrupted my uncle r�ght there, and, w�th my head held h�gh,

announced to the room, “I’m break�ng my prom�se. Actually, �t wasn’t even
a prom�se. She just told me not to say anyth�ng.”

“Huh?”
My uncle sat there w�th h�s mouth hang�ng open as I told h�m the short

vers�on of what Momoko sa�d to me that n�ght. I was well aware, of course,
that all th�s would come as a shock, but he had a r�ght to know. And there
was no one else who could stop Momoko.

And yet my uncle d�dn’t appear shocked. When I f�n�shed tell�ng h�m,
he just gave a l�ttle nod and sa�d, “Okay.”

“You knew?”
“Not at all.”
“But then . . .”
My uncle s�ghed deeply and tr�ed to s�t down and almost fell �nto h�s

cha�r. “I knew �t would’ve taken someth�ng pretty s�gn�f�cant for her to
come back. L�ke I sa�d before, once she makes a dec�s�on, she doesn’t
change her m�nd. So for her to show up aga�n desp�te that, well . . . That’s
why I was afra�d to ask too many quest�ons. Wh�ch �s why I asked you.
How stup�d am I? I never just talked to her d�rectly, and th�s �s the result,”
he sa�d. He sounded l�ke he had already g�ven up.

I got up close to h�m, looked h�m stra�ght �n the eye, and sa�d, “There’s
st�ll t�me. But �f you let her go now, you truly w�ll never see her aga�n. Even
�f you don’t know how everyth�ng w�ll turn out, you can’t let her go. Do
you understand what I mean? The only person who can stop her �s you.”

“Okay . . .” That was all he sa�d. H�s vo�ce lacked any conv�ct�on.
“So hurry up and get go�ng!” I sa�d, ra�s�ng my vo�ce. “Uncle, you

remember when you told me not to run away from everyth�ng? It’s just as



bad �f you and Momoko do �t too. I’ll watch the store. You go to her.”
“But I don’t know where to f�nd her . . .” He st�ll had a look �n h�s eye

l�ke he felt powerless to stop her.
“Noth�ng comes to m�nd? Some place Momoko would th�nk to go

f�rst?” I asked.
He stared at me for a moment, look�ng dumbfounded.
“Nope.”
“It can’t be. There’s got to be someplace. Momoko’s your w�fe.”
“That’s true, but I’m tell�ng you . . .”
“Try th�nk�ng of a place that’s spec�al to her.”
My uncle stared at me blankly for a long wh�le, then suddenly he sa�d,

“Oh! There �s one place. Maybe—no, �t’s got to be there.”
“You’ve got �t?” I asked aga�n.
“I do. I m�ght just make �t there �n t�me,” he sa�d, nodd�ng forcefully

now.
He almost flew out of h�s cha�r. “Takako, can I ask you for another

favor?”
“Sure.”
“I’m not pay�ng you for the hours, r�ght?”
“I know that, you �d�ot!” I shouted. There was no t�me for th�s stup�d

rout�ne. My uncle f�nally went runn�ng out of the store l�ke I’d g�ven h�m a
k�ck �n the pants.

I hoped that he would be able to stop her th�s t�me.
I stood �n the doorway of the store and watched as my uncle bolted

down Sakura Street. He seemed to get smaller and smaller as he ran.
Unfortunately, because of h�s bad back, the scene was �nterrupted a few
t�mes by h�m stopp�ng to thump h�s lower back, but that’s how �t goes, I
guess.

After my uncle d�sappeared from v�ew, I stood for a wh�le �n a daze
look�ng up at the narrow band of sky v�s�ble through the gap between the
bu�ld�ngs on the block. It was that same aqua-blue autumn sky—w�th l�ttle,
dappled clouds dr�ft�ng slowly across �t l�ke a school of f�sh.

“What happened? The store’s open, r�ght?” A m�ddle-aged man had
stopped �n front of the shop. He gave me a cur�ous glance and then ducked
�ns�de.



I followed h�m �n. “Welcome to the Mor�sak� Bookshop,” I sa�d. I’d
played my part. Now the rest was up to my uncle.

I sat down at my old spot at the counter and wa�ted for Momoko and my
uncle to return.
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The trees on the street had already dropped the last of the�r leaves when I
saw Wada aga�n.

That n�ght, I stopped by the Saveur for the f�rst t�me �n close to a month.
I hadn’t felt much l�ke go�ng for a wh�le. Even when I’d passed �t on the
street, I just walked r�ght by. But as the weather turned colder day by day, I
found myself crav�ng the�r coffee.

I opened the door and sa�d, “Oh.”
Wada was s�tt�ng at a table �n the back. Our eyes met r�ght away. He had

not�ced me too. I thought, I screwed th�s up, d�dn’t I, and tr�ed to get away
w�th just a qu�ck hello, but he stood up consc�ent�ously and wa�ted for me to
come over.

“N�ce to see you,” I sa�d, feel�ng a b�t flustered as I sat across from h�m.
“It’s been a wh�le,” he repl�ed w�th h�s usual cool tone.
The wa�tress brought over water and asked, “Are you ready to order?”
At the moment, I was st�ll th�nk�ng I could just say h�, then change seats

and order my coffee. So I sa�d, “Not yet.” She nodded and walked away
st�ll sm�l�ng.

It was a l�ttle wh�le before Wada spoke.“How have you been?”
“Um, okay, I guess? And you?” I repl�ed.
“So-so,” he sa�d cheerfully and took a s�p of h�s coffee.
Was he st�ll wa�t�ng for h�s ex-g�rlfr�end to show up? But he’d told me

h�mself he was done w�th that. Just as that thought crossed my m�nd, Wada
suddenly sa�d, “I’ve been wa�t�ng for you.” Then he reached �nto h�s bag
and took out a paperback. I real�zed �t was the Saneatsu Mushanokōj� book
I’d left beh�nd that n�ght before my tr�p, Fr�endsh�p. So much had
happened, I had completely forgotten about the book.

I would’ve never dreamt that Wada had �t.



“You held on to �t all th�s t�me for me?” I asked as he handed me the
book.

“That n�ght I not�ced the book after you’d left. I asked the owner �f he
would g�ve �t to you the next t�me you came �n, but he sa�d he d�dn’t know
who you were. He cla�med he’d never seen you before.”

There was no way the owner d�dn’t know me. We’d seen each other
dozens of t�mes. I was bas�cally one of the regulars.

“That’s how I ended up hold�ng on to the book. I d�dn’t have a way to
contact you, so I’ve been stopp�ng by from t�me to t�me to see �f you were
here. My t�m�ng must’ve been bad though because I never ran �nto you. I
felt gu�lty about �t, but just wa�t�ng got bor�ng so I ended up read�ng your
whole book.”

I l�stened to h�m tell me all th�s w�th my mouth hang�ng open. And then
I saw the owner stand�ng at the counter, and I f�nally understood what had
happened. He was pol�sh�ng the glasses, pretend�ng not to recogn�ze me. I
watched h�m closely unt�l our eyes met for an �nstant. Well, that was dumb.
He probably had no �dea that Wada was wa�t�ng for someone else. He’d
gotten all worked up over noth�ng.

“I’m so sorry for all th�s,” I sa�d, and bowed to Wada.
“No, honestly �t was a n�ce opportun�ty for me to read a book that

wasn’t Up the H�ll. I should be the one thank�ng you,” he sa�d w�th a
playful laugh.

After th�s strange tw�st, I felt l�ke I couldn’t hold back any longer. I
looked down and felt my shoulders start to tremble.

“Are you okay?” Wada watched me w�th a worr�ed look on h�s face. But
when he real�zed that I was just laugh�ng, he started laugh�ng too. L�ttle by
l�ttle, we were start�ng to feel comfortable w�th each other. I real�zed that �n
my heart I was genu�nely del�ghted to see h�m aga�n. It’s true. See�ng h�m
made me �ncred�bly happy. It d�dn’t matter what he felt about me. It was
po�ntless to worry about that. There was noth�ng I could do to change that
fact.

“Um,” I sa�d, look�ng up at h�m aga�n, “I’m glad to see you.”
I couldn’t leave w�thout thank�ng the owner. I felt that deeply. W�thout

h�s help, I really m�ght never have seen Wada aga�n. Even �f I ordered a
hundred cups of coffee, I would st�ll be �n h�s debt.



“I’m glad to see you too,” he sa�d.“I mean �f I hadn’t, I would’ve been
gu�lty of larceny, so there’s that. No, that’s a l�e. I wanted to talk to you
aga�n.” He laughed, scratch�ng the back of h�s head �n embarrassment. I was
so embarrassed I couldn’t look at h�m. Instead, I glanced out the w�ndow
and saw a reflect�on of the two of us, face to face. Outs�de, the f�erce w�nter
w�nd was blow�ng, and �t looked awfully cold. I was deeply grateful that the
two of us had been able to run �nto each other aga�n.

“Well, now,” Wada sa�d, stretch�ng happ�ly.“Let me p�ck up the tab
today to thank you for lend�ng me the book. That wouldn’t bother you,
would �t?”

I held up a f�nger and sm�led.“Well, okay, maybe just one cup.”
“St�ll be�ng modest?” He pretended to act shocked for a moment, then

he turned to our wa�tress who was walk�ng by and waved her over.
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The Mor�sak� Bookshop stands alone at the corner of a street crowded w�th
used bookstores. It’s t�ny and old and really noth�ng much to look at. There
aren’t many customers. And because �t has a l�m�ted select�on, people who
aren’t �nterested �n �ts spec�alty never g�ve �t a second glance.

But there are people who love th�s store. And as long as they’re devoted
to �t, then that’s enough. That’s what my uncle Satoru, the shop’s owner,
always says w�th a sm�le. And I agree. Because I love the bookshop and �ts
owner.

Today, I’m off from work and on my way to v�s�t J�mbocho for the f�rst
t�me �n ages. My uncle called me last week. From the exc�tement �n h�s
vo�ce on the phone, I knew someth�ng had happened even w�thout h�m
tell�ng me.

“She sa�d she wanted to see you too. It’s been so long,” he sa�d. Her
cond�t�on had been �mprov�ng, and at the moment, th�ngs seemed good. It
was a rel�ef to hear that, at least for the t�me be�ng. And the thought of
see�ng the two of them after so long made me walk a l�ttle more qu�ckly up
the busy street.

That day my uncle went runn�ng after her, Momoko d�dn’t come back to
the bookshop. But my uncle was able to f�nd her. He went to the temple
where they’d held the memor�al serv�ce for the�r st�llborn ch�ld. He sa�d that
when he found her, �t looked l�ke Momoko had been stand�ng by the spr�ng
�n the back of the temple for a long t�me. I d�dn’t dare ask for the deta�ls of
what they sa�d to each other. That’s between the two of them. But they
couldn’t have told each other any l�es �n that place where the�r ch�ld lay
sleep�ng. For them, what was probably most �mportant was that they each
came clean about the�r feel�ngs. It’s poss�ble that somewhere �n her heart
she w�shed my uncle had come and found her �n that same place when
she’d left h�m f�ve years earl�er.“When she saw me com�ng, she collapsed



on the spot. She cr�ed out l�ke a l�ttle ch�ld and started bawl�ng. In that
moment, I loved her from the bottom of my heart. Tears were stream�ng
down my face. I felt l�ke I was f�nally able to face all the th�ngs I hadn’t
not�ced before, all the th�ngs I’d turned away from. I took Momoko �n my
arms, and I sa�d ‘Don’t go’ over and over aga�n. ‘I need you.’ Before I saw
her there I couldn’t have sa�d someth�ng as s�mple as that.”

When he returned to the shop alone late that n�ght, he talked me through
what had happened. Rather than be�ng depressed that she wasn’t w�th h�m,
he seemed qu�te cheerful. “She prom�sed,” he sa�d at the end. “The two of
us w�ll talk th�ngs over, and then one day she’ll come back. She made me a
prom�se.”

Then, a whole year later, Momoko returned. She sa�d she’d needed to
get her thoughts �n order f�rst, otherw�se �t wouldn’t have been fa�r to h�m.
He told me that’s what she’d sa�d when they sa�d goodbye that day. She was
as strong-w�lled as ever.
 
After cross�ng the busy road, I go down Sakura Street. On th�s narrower
backstreet, I pass a row of used bookstores, and then I can see my uncle’s
shop r�ght ahead of me. The door clatters when I fl�ng �t open and f�nd Sabu
hold�ng court at the counter. “Hey, Takako,” he says and waves me over.

“Oh, Sabu, you’re here? Where’s my uncle?”
“That’s not the warm recept�on I was hop�ng for from you,” he g�ggled.

“He just left on a del�very.”
I hear a cheerful vo�ce com�ng from beh�nd h�m. Look�ng around, I see

a small woman w�th short ha�r s�tt�ng beh�nd the counter.
“What happened to your ha�r?” I say.
Momoko ra�ses her hand and touches the close-cropped ha�r above her

ear. “Oh, I cut �t. Honestly, when I f�rst thought about �t, I really wanted to
get a buzz cut, but Satoru stopped me.” She laughs loudly.

“It looks good on you,” I say and s�t down next to her. It truly does look
good on her.

“You th�nk so?” she frowns.
The store around luncht�me �s pretty slow as usual. As�de from the fact

that Momoko �s there, noth�ng much has changed. And that makes me a t�ny
b�t happy.



“By the way, Takako, what’s th�s about you hav�ng a boyfr�end?”
Momoko asks �n her usual abrupt way.

“What? Who’d you hear that from?”
She po�nts a f�nger at Sabu.“Just now, from h�m.”
“No, I heard �t from the owner of the Saveur,” he says, and starts

g�ggl�ng aga�n as �f someth�ng were funny.
“Are you cook�ng h�m some of the d�shes I taught you?” Momoko asks

w�th a gr�n.
“No—I mean, yes, but not . . .” I stammer.
That doesn’t sat�sfy Momoko. She keeps �nterrogat�ng me unt�l I cry,

“Come on, �sn’t that enough?”
At that moment, I hear the sound of the door open�ng. My uncle �s back.
“Oh, Takako, you’re early,” he says.
The moment he walks �n, Momoko says, “Hey, Satoru, d�d you know

Takako has a boyfr�end?”
“What? I hadn’t heard anyth�ng. Is that true? Why d�dn’t you tell me?”

He comes over and looks me �n the eye. “You know you can d�scuss �t w�th
me, r�ght?”

“That’s r�ght,” Momoko says, clapp�ng her hands together. “And �f
Takako marr�es h�m, then he can take over the shop. After all, we need to
f�nd a successor.”

For some reason, the thought of th�s makes my uncle completely lose �t.
“That’s noth�ng to joke about,” he yells. “Why should I let that guy take
over?”

“If you haven’t even met h�m yet, how do you know who he �s?”
Momoko says coldly.

Sabu g�ggles. “Well, maybe �t’s t�me for me to go home,” he says. “See
you soon, Momoko.” He waves to her and leaves the store �n qu�te a cheery
mood. He doesn’t say goodbye to my uncle or me.

Once Sabu �s gone, I say, “It d�dn’t take long for you to have h�m
wrapped around your f�nger, d�d �t?” I’m amazed.

“Hey, I d�dn’t mean to. I just talked to h�m,” Momoko says
nonchalantly.

“They’ve been at �t all th�s t�me. I mean, of course, she won h�m over.
Sabu d�dn’t stand a chance.” My uncle says th�s so matter-of-factly that
Momoko and I burst out laugh�ng.



Then Momoko suddenly gets to her feet and turns toward me.
“Momoko Mor�sak� has returned home and �s report�ng for duty.” She

g�ves a br�sk m�l�tary salute.
I qu�ckly stand up stra�ght.
“Welcome home,” I say. “We’ve been wa�t�ng for you. And �f you

d�sappear aga�n, I really w�ll be angry w�th you.”
“You’re the one who broke your prom�se. Honestly though, I’m grateful

for what you d�d. Thank you, Takako. Let’s be fr�ends aga�n,” she says and
then she laughs as she p�nches my cheek. I’m so used to �t at th�s po�nt that
just l�ke my uncle, I cry, “Qu�t �t!” but I’m already start�ng to g�ve �n.

“Maybe I should cook someth�ng spec�al ton�ght for Takako to show my
grat�tude.” Momoko thumps her chest proudly.“W�ll you come shopp�ng
w�th me?”

“Of course, your cook�ng �s the real reason I came,” I say w�th a sm�le.
“Takako, before you go,” my uncle cuts �n, “I was th�nk�ng about what

we were talk�ng about earl�er . . .”
We �gnore h�m and walk out the front door.
Outs�de, the sky �s clear. A few large clouds dr�ft pleasantly overhead. I

stretch my arms up h�gh and shut my eyes for a moment. I can feel the
warm sunl�ght press�ng on my eyel�ds.

“Hey, �f you don’t hurry up, I’m leav�ng you beh�nd.”
I open my eyes when I hear her vo�ce.
Up the street, Momoko turns back to look at me. The sun gl�nts off her

new short ha�r and she sm�les.
“Come on, come on,” she says, wav�ng to me. And then she dashes

ahead.
For a moment, I watch her from beh�nd as she walks away. Then I run

down the street after her.



Translator’s Note

When Satosh� Yag�sawa’s novel debuted �n Japan, �t won the Ch�yoda Pr�ze,
named after the d�str�ct that �s home to Tokyo’s beloved J�mbocho
ne�ghborhood of bookshops. In the course of the story, he catalogs the many
pleasures of read�ng: the joy of d�scover�ng a new author; the hedon�sm of
stay�ng up too late to f�n�sh a book; the surrept�t�ous thr�ll of gett�ng to
know someone by read�ng the�r favor�te novel; and the freedom of walk�ng
�nto a bookstore and scann�ng the t�tles, wa�t�ng for someth�ng to catch your
eye.

Any reader who goes look�ng for all the books ment�oned �n these pages
m�ght not f�nd everyth�ng, but that’s to be expected, espec�ally �n l�ttle
secondhand places l�ke the Mor�sak� Bookshop. As far as I know, Unt�l the
Death of the G�rl, the book by Sa�se� Murō that sparks Takako’s pass�on for
read�ng �n chapter 4, has not been translated �nto Engl�sh—yet. But the
book that played the same role for her fr�end Tomo, Osamu Daza�’s
Schoolg�rl, �s ava�lable �n a recent translat�on by All�son Mark�n Powell. It
shouldn’t be d�ff�cult to track down Engl�sh ed�t�ons of Jun’�ch�rō
Tan�zak�’s, Ryūnosuke Akutagawa’s, and Sōsek� Natsume’s wellknown
books, part�cularly Kokoro, one of the most loved novels �n Japanese
l�terature. You can f�nd stor�es by many of the other authors Takako
d�scovers �n the major antholog�es of Japanese short stor�es, each of wh�ch
�s almost a bookshop unto �tself.

Th�s translat�on owes �ts ex�stence to many people, espec�ally �ts
em�nent ed�tor, Sara Nelson, and Setsuko and S�mon W�nchester, w�thout
whom I never would have met Sara. I could not have done �t w�thout my
parents: my father, Yu�ch�, who answered every quest�on I had, and my
mother, Susanne, who f�rst taught me the pleasure of read�ng. The text was
�mmeasurably �mproved by my whole fam�ly, part�cularly my brother-�n-
law, Bruno Navasky, and my s�ster, Mel�ssa, who each read mult�ple drafts,



and by my fr�ends H�roko Tabuch�, Junko Suzuk�, and Ayaka Kame�, who
pat�ently offered the�r �ns�ghts. I would also l�ke to thank my w�fe, N�cole,
whom I met one day by chance �n a bookstore and who �s always my f�rst
reader.



If you loved Days at the Mor�sak� Bookshop then you
m�ght enjoy The Door-to-Door Bookstore





Carl may be 72 years old, but he’s young at heart. Every n�ght he goes door-
to-door del�ver�ng books by hand to h�s loyal customers. But when h�s job

�s threatened he and n�ne-year-old Schascha – who �ns�sts on accompany�ng
h�m – work to restore Carl’s way of l�fe, and return the joy of read�ng to h�s

l�ttle European town.
 

The Door-to-Door Bookstore �s a heartwarm�ng tale of the value of
fr�endsh�p, the mag�c of read�ng, and the power of books to un�te us all



A Man for All Seasons

It has been sa�d that books f�nd the�r own readers—but somet�mes they
need someone to show them the way. L�v�ng proof of th�s could be found at
a bookshop �n southern Germany, that went by the name of the C�ty Gate.
Adm�ttedly, the name was an unusual cho�ce, s�nce the actual c�ty gate—or
at least what rema�ned of �t, wh�ch even locals often m�stook for an avant-
garde artwork—stood a good three streets away.

It was a very old bookshop, constructed and extended t�me and aga�n
over numerous h�stor�cal per�ods. Extravagant arch�tectural ornament and
stucco rubbed shoulders w�th unadorned r�ght angles. The glor�ous
juxtapos�t�on of the old and the new, the flamboyant and the restra�ned,
wh�ch character�zed the bu�ld�ng’s exter�or also cont�nued �nto �ts �nter�or.
Red plast�c stands of CDs and DVDs stood next to frosted metal shelves of
mangas; these �n turn took the�r place next to globes d�splayed �n pol�shed
glass cases, or elegant wooden shelves of books. Customers could f�nd
board games, stat�onery, tea, and even chocolate—a recent add�t�on—for
sale. The labyr�nth�ne room was dom�nated by a heavy, dark counter known
to employees s�mply as the Altar. It looked l�ke a rel�c from the Baroque
per�od: carv�ngs on the front dep�cted a rural scene of a hunt�ng party
astr�de magn�f�cent steeds, a pack of w�ry dogs alongs�de, �n pursu�t of a
group of w�ld boar.

Ins�de, one late summer’s day, the quest�on that �s the ra�son d’être of
every bookshop was be�ng asked: “Can you recommend a good book?” The
quest�oner, Ursel Schäfer, knew exactly what const�tuted a good book.
F�rstly, �t must be gr�pp�ng enough to keep her awake �n bed read�ng unt�l
her eyes drooped shut. Secondly, �t must conta�n at least three, preferably
four, po�nts at wh�ch she was moved to tears. Th�rdly, �t must have no less



than three hundred pages, but no more than three hundred and e�ghty, and
fourthly, the cover must never be green. Books w�th green covers were not
to be trusted—b�tter exper�ence had taught her th�s on several occas�ons.

“Certa�nly,” repl�ed Sab�ne Gruber, who had been manager at the C�ty
Gate for the past three years. “What k�nds of books do you enjoy read�ng?”

Ursel Schäfer d�d not w�sh to say. She wanted Sab�ne Gruber to know;
after all, as a bookseller, she was surely naturally endowed w�th a certa�n
level of cla�rvoyant sk�ll.

“G�ve me three keywords, and I’ll f�nd just the r�ght one to su�t you.
Romance? Rural? Cozy? Yes?”

“I wonder—�s Mr. Kollhoff here?” asked Ursel Schäfer, her tone
uneasy. “He always knows what I l�ke. He knows what everyone l�kes.”

“No, I’m afra�d he’s not here today. Mr. Kollhoff only works for us
occas�onally now.”

“What a shame.”
“Never m�nd, I have someth�ng for you. A fam�ly saga, set �n Cornwall.

Look, the cover art shows the fam�ly’s stately manor and grounds.”
“It’s green.” Ursel Schäfer stared at Sab�ne Gruber �n reproach. “Br�ght

green!”
“That’s because the story �s set on the Earl of Durnborough’s grand

estate. It’s had very good rev�ews!”
The heavy front door opened st�ffly, sett�ng the l�ttle copper bell above

�t t�nkl�ng br�ghtly. Carl Kollhoff folded h�s umbrella, gave �t h�s hab�tual
shake, and placed �t �n the stand. H�s gaze scanned the bookshop he called
home, on the lookout for new l�terary arr�vals awa�t�ng an �ntroduct�on to
h�s customers. He’d always l�kened h�mself to a beachcomber, who needed
only a s�ngle glance to spy a hoard of treasures ready to be se�zed and freed
from the gra�ny sand. As h�s gaze l�t upon Ursel Schäfer, however, the
treasures were forgotten �n an �nstant. She threw h�m a warm sm�le, as
though he were an amalgam of all the charm�ng men she’d fallen �n love
w�th �n the pages of the books he’d recommended over the years. In real�ty,
Carl resembled none of those characters. He’d once had a small paunch, but
over the years �t had receded, much l�ke the ha�r on h�s head, as though
they’d entered �nto a pact to d�sappear together. Now, at age seventy-two,
he was lean, but cont�nued to wear h�s old, now-overs�ze clothes. H�s
former boss, Sab�ne’s father, had told h�m he’d begun to look as though h�s



only source of nour�shment was the words �n h�sbooks, wh�ch were
notor�ously low �n carbohydrates. “But r�ch �n substance,” Carl had always
responded.

Carl wore rugged, heavy shoes of th�ck black leather w�th soles sol�d
enough to last a l�fet�me. Good socks were also essent�al, �n h�s op�n�on.
These he comb�ned w�th ol�ve green overalls, and a match�ng collared
jacket.

On h�s head, he wore a narrow-br�mmed f�sherman’s hat, to protect h�s
eyes from ra�n and br�ght sunsh�ne. He never took �t off, even �ndoors, other
than to sleep. Somehow, he felt less than fully clothed w�thout �t. Nor was
he ever seen w�thout h�s glasses, the frames bought from an ant�que shop
decades ago. Beh�nd them peered shrewd eyes wh�ch bore s�gns of a
l�fet�me of read�ng too long �n poor l�ght.

“Ms. Schäfer, how lovely to see you,” he sa�d, stepp�ng toward Ursel
Schäfer just as she took a step toward h�m, and away from Sab�ne
Gruber.“May I recommend a book that would make �deal bedt�me read�ng?”

“I so enjoyed the last one, espec�ally when they gazed �nto each other’s
eyes at the end. A k�ss would have been even better, to seal the deal, but on
th�s occas�on I’ll settle for a gaze.”

“It was almost more �ntense than a k�ss, don’t you th�nk? Some gazes
can be.”

“Not when I’m do�ng the k�ss�ng!” For a moment, Ursel Schäfer felt
del�c�ously w�cked—a rare occurrence for her nowadays.

“Th�s book,” sa�d Carl, tak�ng one from the p�le next to the t�ll, “has
been wa�t�ng for you s�nce the moment �t was unpacked. Set �n Provence,
and every word scented w�th lavender.”

“Oh, Bordeaux-red books are the best! Does �t end w�th a k�ss?”
“Have I ever g�ven an end�ng away?”
“No!” She pouted, but took the book from h�s hand.
Carl would never dream of recommend�ng a novel w�thout a happy end

to her, but on no account would he rob Ursel Schäfer of the t�ny thr�ll of
wonder�ng whether th�s one would be d�fferent.

“I’m so glad there are books �n the world,” she sa�d. “I hope that’s one
th�ng that never changes! So many th�ngs do, and �t happens so fast.
Everyone pays w�th plast�c money now. People g�ve me such odd looks
whenever I count out the r�ght change at the t�ll!”



“The wr�tten word w�ll always rema�n, Ms. Schäfer; somet�mes there �s
s�mply no better form of express�on. Pr�nt �s the best preserv�ng agent for
thoughts and stor�es; �t keeps them fresh for centur�es.”

W�th a warm sm�le of farewell, Carl Kollhoff stepped through a door
covered w�th advert�s�ng posters �nto a room that served as both stockroom
and off�ce for the bookshop. Ins�de was a desk barely v�s�ble under stacks of
books and an old computer mon�tor framed w�th yellow Post-�ts. An
enormous calendar covered �n red pen dom�nated the wall.

As always, h�s book orders were wa�t�ng �n a black plast�c crate �n the
darkest corner of the room. In former t�mes, the�r place had been on the
desk, but s�nce Sab�ne had taken the bookshop over from her father, the
crate had m�grated a l�ttle farther each day toward the least access�ble
corner. In tandem w�th �ts m�grat�on, the crate’s contents had gradually
reduced. Few people needed book del�very these days, and every year, the�r
number cont�nued to dw�ndle.

“H�ya, Mr. Kollhoff! What d�d you make of the game? That was never a
penalty! The ref must’ve been bl�nd!”

Leon, the new work exper�ence lad, ex�ted the t�ny staff to�let, followed
by a cloud of c�garette smoke. Anyone else would have known �t was
utterly useless ask�ng Carl such a quest�on. He never watched the news,
never l�stened to the rad�o, never read a newspaper. He would have been the
f�rst to adm�t that he had lost touch w�th the world. It had been a del�berate
dec�s�on, once all the reports of �ncompetent state leaders, �ce cap melt, and
suffer�ng refugees had begun to sadden h�m more than the most trag�c
l�terary fam�ly saga ever could. It had been a form of self-preservat�on, even
though h�s world had shrunk as a result. The world he now �nhab�ted
measured no more than two-by-two k�lometers, and he patrolled �ts borders
every day.

“Have you read J. L. Carr’s fantast�c book about football?” asked Carl,
preferr�ng to ask a quest�on than to take s�des on an �ssue of referee
competence.

“Is �t about our club?”
“No, �t’s about the Steeple S�nderby Wanderers.”
“Never heard of them. Don’t read books anyway. Only �f I have to. In

school. Even then, I try to watch the f�lm �nstead.” Leon gr�nned, as �f th�s
was a cunn�ng way to make a fool of h�s teacher, rather than h�mself.



“Then why are you do�ng work exper�ence here?”
“My s�ster d�d the same. Three years ago. We l�ve around the corner—

�t’s a short walk to get here.”
Leon was to work at the bookshop for two weeks, as was customary for

most students �n Germany. He neglected to ment�on that anyone who fa�led
to f�nd a work exper�ence place was forced to spend the allotted two weeks
help�ng the caretaker, who would use the t�me, and a select�on of su�tably
hum�l�at�ng tasks, to take h�s revenge on the whole school body—as
represented by the work exper�ence students—for all the graff�t�ed walls,
old chew�ng gum stuck under desks, and d�scarded halfeaten packed
lunches.

“Does your s�ster enjoy read�ng?”
“After she came here, sure. But that won’t happen to me!”
Carl sm�led. He knew exactly why Leon’s s�ster had taken to read�ng.

H�s former boss, Gustav Gruber, now a res�dent at the Münsterbl�ck care
home, had known exactly what to do w�th reluctant readers l�ke Leon and
h�s s�ster. He would set them to dust�ng each �nd�v�dual plast�c-wrapped
greet�ng card, one by one. The student �n quest�on was guaranteed—out of
sheer despa�r at the ted�um—to reach for the nearest book, wh�ch of course
had been strateg�cally depos�ted w�th�n easy reach by Gruber h�mself.
Gustav Gruber had converted them all. He had always been good w�th
ch�ldren. To Carl, ch�ldren had always been unfathomable creatures, even
back when he h�mself had been one. And the further he left h�s own
ch�ldhood beh�nd, the more strange and pecul�ar they seemed to h�m.

Old Gruber had tempted Leon’s s�ster w�th a novel �n wh�ch a young
woman falls �n love w�th a vamp�re. For Leon, clearly br�mm�ng w�th
rag�ng hormones, Gruber would have left out a book w�th a beaut�ful
teenage g�rl on the cover, and large-pr�nt pages. “It’s �mportant that they
read, not what they read,” old Gruber had always sa�d. Carl couldn’t qu�te
endorse that v�ew for all books: the �deas found between the covers of some
were worse than po�son, but more often than not, there was heal�ng to be
found on the page, somet�mes even for a�lments the reader hadn’t real�zed
they were suffer�ng from.

W�th great care, Carl pulled the crate out from �ts corner. There were
only three books ly�ng forlornly �ns�de. He took out brown paper and str�ng
to pack each book �nd�v�dually, as though �t were a g�ft. Sab�ne Gruber had



told h�m on numerous occas�ons he shouldn’t bother, and to spare the
expense, but Carl �ns�sted. H�s customers would expect �t. In a reflex act�on
Carl was ent�rely unaware of, h�s hand stroked each cover before wrapp�ng
the books �n the th�ck paper.

F�nally, he p�cked up h�s ol�ve green army backpack: marked w�th all
the wear and tear of Bundeswehr use, but st�ll �n good cond�t�on thanks to
Carl’s care. Although �t was empty, the fall of �ts cloth clearly �nd�cated
empt�ness was not �ts natural form. He gently lowered the books between
the heavy folds of the backpack, wh�ch he had l�ned w�th a soft blanket, as
though he was carry�ng t�ny pupp�es to the�r new owners. He arranged the
three books �n the backpack w�th the smallest rest�ng farthest away, wh�le
the largest nestled next to h�s back, where �t would not be comprom�sed by
the curve of the backpack.

As he was leav�ng, he paused, then turned to Leon. “Please would you
dust the greet�ng cards? Ms. Gruber would l�ke that. Best to br�ng them �n
here, then you can work �n peace. I’ve always done �t at the desk.”
Wh�sk�ng N�ck Hornby’s Fever P�tch from the shelf where he’d sp�ed �t
earl�er, he la�d �t on the desk. The football p�tch was a lusc�ous shade of
green—Ursel Schäfer wouldn’t have g�ven �t a second glance.

* * *

Carl called �t h�s round, although �t resembled more of a polygon around the
c�ty center, w�thout r�ght angles or symmetry. The path traced by the ru�ns
of the old c�ty wall, stand�ng l�ke stumps of teeth �n an old man’s gums, was
the boundary of h�s world. For th�rty-four years, he had not set foot outs�de
�t; everyth�ng he needed �n l�fe lay w�th�n �ts borders.

Carl Kollhoff spent a lot of t�me walk�ng, and he spent as much t�me
th�nk�ng as he d�d walk�ng. Only when he was walk�ng could he th�nk
clearly; perhaps h�s footsteps on the cobbled streets were the one th�ng that
could set h�s thoughts �n mot�on.

A person walk�ng at ground level m�ght not not�ce �t, but every p�geon
and every sparrow knew the c�ty was c�rcular. Every old house and
alleyway was or�ented toward the m�nster, the cathedral wh�ch rose
majest�cally �n the center. If the c�ty had been part of a model ra�lway, you
would say the m�nster had been bu�lt to the wrong scale. It dated from the



short per�od �n wh�ch the c�ty had become very r�ch, a per�od that had come
sw�ftly to an end before the m�nster could be completed, leav�ng one of the
towers truncated st�ll.

The houses stood reverent�ally around the m�nster; some of the older
roofs even leaned at a deferent�al angle. They kept a respectful d�stance
from the ma�n entrance, allow�ng space for the largest and most beaut�ful
square �n the c�ty: Münsterplatz.

As Carl stepped �nto the square, the feel�ng crept over h�m, as �t had on
prev�ous occas�ons, that he was be�ng watched, l�ke a deer �n a clear�ng,
stand�ng helplessly �n the hunter’s s�ghts. He had to sm�le—�n no other
respect could he have been accused of resemblance to a deer. The aroma of
the c�ty was at �ts most �ntense �n Münsterplatz. In the seventeenth century,
the c�ty had been bes�eged, and accord�ng to local legend, a baker had
created the sugared wheel: a doughnut �n the shape of a spoked wheel, f�lled
w�th chocolate cream and spr�nkled w�th powdered sugar. He took �t to the
bes�eg�ng army, an ed�ble message that they should leave. In real�ty, the
calor�e-dense confect�on had not been �nvented for a further two hundred
years, a fact backed by documentary ev�dence, but the old story cont�nued
to thr�ve, and the c�ty’s v�s�tors were eager to bel�eve �t.

Every day, Carl trod the exact same cobblestones of Münsterplatz �n
slow, even paces. If there was ever a person �n the way, he would wa�t,
�ncreas�ng h�s str�de afterward to rega�n the lost t�me. He had mapped out
h�s route across the square so carefully that �t could even be followed on
market days. He had also ensured �t traced a course that max�m�zed h�s
d�stance from the square’s four baker�es, s�nce he could no longer stomach
the smell of the hot, greasy sugared wheels.

He turned �nto Beethovenstrasse, wh�ch �n honesty was no more than an
alley, not at all worthy of the great composer. An ent�re d�str�ct had been
named after famous composers, courtesy of an employee at the plann�ng
off�ce who had wanted to make h�s own mark. The w�dest street had been
reserved for Schubert, the employee’s personal favor�te.

Although Carl Kollhoff was not aware of �t, he stood at that moment at
the exact center of h�s world. It was bordered on two s�des by tram l�nes, the
18 and the 57. (In fact, the c�ty only had seven tram routes, but �t had been
felt that h�gher numbers would add a n�ce metropol�tan a�r, at least to �ts
publ�c transportat�on.) On another s�de was the fast road from the north, and



on the fourth was the r�ver, wh�ch for most of the year was content to burble
p�cturesquely, and only surged to h�gh water for a few days �n the spr�ng,
r�s�ng to em�t a modest roar, l�ke a l�on cub w�th underdeveloped vocal
cords.

H�s f�rst call of the day took h�m �nto a lane by the name of Sal�er�gasse,
to the home of Chr�st�an von Hohenesch. A pedestr�an hurry�ng by would
not have not�ced the dark stone v�lla’s grandeur: �t stood a step back from
the other bu�ld�ngs, crouch�ng l�ke a hunched black swan wa�t�ng for �ts
moment to spread magn�f�cent w�ngs. Beh�nd �t lay gardens bordered by a
square of g�gant�c oak trees, w�th three benches pos�t�oned to enable
Chr�st�an von Hohenesch to read w�th the sun fall�ng on h�s book at any
t�me of day.

Carl was aware that Hohenesch possessed enormous wealth, but not that
he was the r�chest man �n the c�ty. No one knew, least of all Hohenesch
h�mself, who never compared h�mself w�th others. H�s fam�ly had made
the�r fortune generat�ons ago �n the tann�ng trade by the r�ver, and
succeeded �n not los�ng �t aga�n dur�ng the �ndustr�al revolut�on. Chr�st�an
von Hohenesch had no need to work; he allowed h�s shares and �nvestments
to work for h�m. He s�mply managed h�s wealth managers. A housekeeper
came once a day to cook and clean the few occup�ed rooms; a gardener
came once a week to tr�m the hedges and ma�nta�n the sun’s passage to h�s
books; a caretaker serv�ce v�s�ted once a month; and from Monday to
Fr�day, Carl came w�th a new book, wh�ch Chr�st�an von Hohenesch had
usually f�n�shed read�ng by the follow�ng day. As far as Carl knew,
Hohenesch had not stepped beyond the borders of h�s k�ngdom �n an
etern�ty.

Carl pulled on the copper rod by the door, and a bell rang a low note �n
the v�lla’s �nter�or. As usual, there was a pause wh�le the householder
walked the long, dark corr�dor; then the heavy door creaked open, just a
crack. Chr�st�an von Hohenesch never stepped outs�de. He was a handsome
man: tall, dark-ha�red, w�th sculpted cheekbones, a str�k�ng ch�n, and a
sadness that settled over h�s features l�ke f�ne gray dust. As always, he wore
a dark blue double-breasted su�t w�th a fresh wh�te orch�d �n the buttonhole,
and h�s black leather shoes shone as �f he was dressed for the Opera Ball.
Hohenesch was much younger than h�s cloth�ng suggested: barely th�rty-



seven years old—but he had worn su�ts s�nce early ch�ldhood, and they felt
as natural to h�m as jeans d�d to others.

“Mr. Kollhoff, you’re late. We had agreed a quarter past seven,” sa�d
Hohenesch by way of greet�ng.

Carl bowed h�s head �n acknowledgment, then carefully reached for h�s
backpack. “I’ve brought your new book.” He stra�ghtened the str�ng’s bow,
wh�ch had sh�fted on the journey.

“I hope �t l�ves up to your recommendat�on.” Hohenesch took the book,
but d�d not unwrap �t. It was a novel about Alexander the Great, set dur�ng
h�s t�me under Ar�stotle’s �nstruct�on. Hohenesch read only ph�losoph�cal
works.

He handed Carl a t�p, calculated accord�ng to the book’s we�ght, wh�ch
he had researched �n advance. “Please be punctual aga�n next t�me.
Punctual�ty �s the pol�teness of k�ngs.”

“Of course. Enjoy your even�ng.”
“Yes, I hope yours �s equally pleasant, naturally.”
Chr�st�an von Hohenesch closed the sol�d wooden door, and the v�lla

once more appeared deserted.
The master of the house would have loved to d�scuss books and authors

�n depth w�th Carl, whom he regarded as an educated, well-mannered man,
and a k�ndred sp�r�t. But w�th the passage of t�me, the words of �nv�tat�on
had escaped h�m. Perhaps he had lost them among the many rooms �n h�s
grand home.

Carl took h�s leave of Chr�st�an von Hohenesch—yet �n h�s m�nd, �t was
another person altogether he left beh�nd. Everywhere �n the real world, Carl
saw reflect�ons of novels. To h�m, the c�ty was populated w�th characters
from books, even �f those characters l�ved �n qu�te d�fferent t�mes, or far-off
lands. To Carl, the moment Chr�st�an von Hohenesch had f�rst opened the
heavy door of h�s v�lla, he had stepped out from the pages of Pr�de and
Prejud�ce. Carl was now b�dd�ng farewell to Pemberley �n e�ghteenth-
century Derbysh�re, and to �ts owner, F�tzw�ll�am Darcy, who, desp�te h�s
�mpeccable manners, could at t�mes appear harsh and arrogant.

Carl’s �nab�l�ty to remember any name, unless �t belonged to a book
character, had begun dur�ng h�s school days, when so many of h�s
classmates had g�ven the�r teachers n�cknames, most of them unflatter�ng:
Loobrush, Pr�nce Morph�ne, or Sp�tty. Carl had g�ven them d�fferent names:



Odysseus, Tr�stan, or Gull�ver. Unl�ke h�s classmates, when he graduated
h�gh school w�th h�s Ab�tur qual�f�cat�on and the offer of an apprent�cesh�p
at the bookshop, h�s hab�t of ass�gn�ng n�cknames had pers�sted. The young
lad slouch�ng along �n a threadbare un�form every day as Carl made h�s way
to the bookshop became the Good Sold�er Schwejk. The greengrocer who
sold h�m apples transformed �nto the w�cked queen from Snow Wh�te—
merc�fully, she refra�ned from po�son�ng her fru�t. At some po�nt, Carl had
real�zed that h�s c�ty was full of l�terary f�gures; every �nhab�tant had the�r
l�terary counterpart. In the years that followed, he met Sherlock Holmes,
head of the murder squad �n the c�ty pol�ce; he even met Lady Chatterley,
who often opened her door wear�ng a fl�msy robe, and for whom he
developed a sl�ght crush as a young man. Sadly, she left the c�ty w�th Adso
of Melk. Capta�n Ahab obsessed over an enormous mole wh�ch wreaked
havoc �n h�s garden, and wh�ch he cons�stently fa�led to hunt down. Carl
del�vered books about South Amer�ca to Walter Faber, a chron�cally �ll
eng�neer, r�ght up unt�l h�s death. And �n an apartment bu�ld�ng that had
once been a pr�son, the Count of Monte Cr�sto l�ved beh�nd barred
w�ndows, a feature wh�ch the new owners had on a wh�m dec�ded to reta�n.

He found that a su�table l�terary name always occurred to h�m long
before he succeeded �n memor�z�ng the real one. It was as though h�s
memory w�shed to prevent h�m from burden�ng �t w�th anyth�ng so profane.
From the moment he selected a name, he ceased to see the real one. On
the�r way from h�s ret�na to h�s bra�n, the letters of Chr�st�an von Hohenesch
would be m�raculously transposed �nto Mr. Darcy, ent�rely w�thout Carl’s
awareness. Only �n very part�cular s�tuat�ons would h�s m�nd relent and
prov�de a real name—and these days there were prec�ous few �t needed to
recall.

Carl’s route through the w�nd�ng alleyways next took h�m to a l�terary
f�gure w�th a fate far bleaker than that of the Pemberley gentleman whose
story concluded w�th a happy marr�age.

H�s cl�ent was wa�t�ng beh�nd the door, peer�ng through the spyhole at
the few passersby �n the street beyond. No one came here for a stroll. No
one came to adm�re the bu�ld�ngs; the handsome arch�tecture stopped
several streets away. In th�s part of the old c�ty, pedestr�ans �ncreased the�r
pace, as though they could not bear the oppress�ve narrowness of the street,



w�th �ts gables loom�ng overhead, threaten�ng to close ranks and block out
the dayl�ght.

The slender young woman beh�nd the spyhole knew at what t�me Carl
would arr�ve. She also knew that �t was fool�sh to spend long m�nutes
peer�ng through the door, �nstead of wa�t�ng �n the l�v�ng room for the
doorbell, but she was unable to tear herself away. Andrea Cremmen brushed
a lock of blond ha�r beh�nd her ear and tugged her dress stra�ght. From the
t�me she started k�ndergarten she had always been the prett�est g�rl �n the
room, a qual�ty wh�ch had earned her both affect�on and envy—and an early
marr�age to Matth�as, a man w�th a prom�s�ng career �n the �nsurance
�ndustry, who worked long hours �n the even�ng and on weekends to g�ve
them a comfortable l�fe. Andrea herself was a tra�ned nurse, but now
worked half days at a small doctor’s surgery, where she had been put beh�nd
the recept�on desk, because the s�ght of her calmed and l�ghtened the sp�r�ts
of the pat�ents. No one had needed to tell Andrea to sm�le; she d�d so qu�te
naturally—�t was part and parcel of be�ng pretty. A pretty person who
doesn’t sm�le looks arrogant, so she sm�led all day.

She had never dared to look anyth�ng other than perfect. What would
happen then? What would others see �n her? But Carl Kollhoff seemed l�ke
a man to whom she could show her unsm�l�ng face. He would f�nd the r�ght
words to descr�be what appeared there. Andrea knew that he chose h�s
words as carefully as a perfum�er select�ng �ngred�ents for an expens�ve
scent. She let her sm�le drop, and pulled the lock of ha�r forward, perm�tt�ng
herself a few strands of d�sarray.

Spott�ng Carl �n the street, she tucked the strands sw�ftly back beh�nd
her ear aga�n.

Carl rang the bell, and wa�ted. He knew Andrea Cremmen always took
a l�ttle t�me to open the door, and was always sl�ghtly breathless—but she
always wore a sm�le of pleasure.

A key rattled �n the lock, then the door opened.
“Mr. Kollhoff, you’re early today! I hadn’t expected you yet. I must

look �n a terr�ble state.” She ran her f�ngers through her glossy ha�r, styled
to perfectly complement her elegant dress �n a red rose pr�nt.

Carl found her bew�tch�ng, and yet the s�ght of her always made h�m
feel a l�ttle sad too. Beh�nd all her beauty lay someth�ng he could not qu�te
put a f�nger on—but �t had someth�ng to do w�th the package he now



handed to her: one of the books Andrea Cremmen loved so well. The
book’s we�ght was perfectly acceptable (Carl l�ked books to have the
appropr�ate we�ght: heav�er than a bar of chocolate, l�ghter than a l�ter of
m�lk); �t was the we�ght of the contents that gave Carl concern.

“Is �t a good one?” she asked, pull�ng the str�ng on the pack�ng paper
stra�ght.

“From what I’ve heard, The Shadow Rose l�ves up to the author’s other
works.”

“H�ghly dramat�c?”
Now �t was Carl’s turn to sm�le. There was an unspoken agreement

between them: when he brought her a book, �t was always dramat�c, w�th a
trag�c end. In the past, he had occas�onally recommended books w�th a
happy end, but she had never enjoyed them. She found they bore no relat�on
to real�ty. Andrea Cremmen loved novels �n wh�ch the female protagon�st
suffered and e�ther d�ed or was left unhappy and alone at the end. Open
end�ngs were only acceptable �f they held out the poss�b�l�ty of one or the
other.

“As always, I reta�n my r�ght to s�lence,” sa�d Carl. “How d�d you l�ke
the last novel?”

Andrea Cremmen took a deep breath and shook her head.“It was so sad!
She walks �nto the water at the end… Why d�dn’t you warn me?” She gave
a playful pout.

“I can’t poss�bly do that.”
In the past he had packed her books �n br�ght, cheerful g�ft wrap, but

after a wh�le that had felt d�s�ngenuous.
“W�ll you br�ng me another next week? I’ve heard about a novel where

�t’s n�ght all the t�me—�t takes place �n Greenland �n the w�nter. And the
ma�n character has lost her ch�ld. Do you know �t? I thought �t sounded
good.”

Carl had heard of the book. He’d hoped Andrea Cremmen hadn’t.
“I’ll br�ng �t.” Carl d�dn’t say he’d br�ng �t gladly, because that would

have been untrue.
“Can you �nterest me �n anyth�ng else?”
“There’s a cr�me story set r�ght here �n th�s c�ty; �t’s only just been

publ�shed. I’ve not read �t yet, but I hear �t’s very funny.”



Andrea Cremmen waved the suggest�on as�de. “Do you th�nk I’d enjoy
�t?”

Carl made a po�nt of never ly�ng. Send a l�e out �nto the world, and you
can never retr�eve �t. “No.”

“I don’t th�nk so e�ther.”
“But �t m�ght make you laugh. And you have a beaut�ful laugh—I hope

that’s not too forward of me. I’m sure you’veheard what Charl�e Chapl�n
sa�d, ‘A day w�thout laughter �s a day wasted.’ We have so few days on th�s
earth, we can’t afford to lose any.” He’d never sa�d anyth�ng l�ke th�s to her
before. Perhaps he’d sensed her unhapp�ness was greater than usual today?
Carl d�dn’t know. Somet�mes h�s mouth just went ahead and sa�d th�ngs
w�thout consult�ng h�s head.

Andrea Cremmen was no longer sm�l�ng. Her lower l�p trembled
sl�ghtly. “You’ve saved my day, thank you!” The door closed abruptly.

Carl watched the door close, not on Andrea Cremmen but on Eff�
Br�est: a sorrowful young woman, marr�ed too young, whose sad fate was
every b�t as trag�c as that of the numerous hero�nes �n the books Andrea
Cremmen ordered. Carl w�shed he could do more for her than del�ver books
that proved others can suffer too, but w�thout any gu�dance on how to end
the suffer�ng.

Beh�nd the door, Andrea Cremmen suppressed her tears. She longed to
tell h�m what had happened that day, but that would have enta�led rel�v�ng
�t, wh�ch was more than she could face. She unwrapped the package w�th
trembl�ng hands and had begun read�ng the book before she left the
hallway. One of the characters had taken the�r own l�fe by the end of page
one.
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