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Prologue


[image: White-gloved hands holding a thick, greenish book with a Japanese character on the cover.]

There was this one book with the names of two, er, unusual men printed on the cover.

It had been created in the Kingdom of . . . well, no need to get into details.

What was the book about? The story went something like this:



Once there was a king who simply loved books. But the king was very old, and he couldn’t see well enough to read anymore.

The king summoned two men to his castle, because he had a task for them.

[image: Two people stand before a king seated on a raised throne, with attendants standing nearby.]



‘I love books. I adore books. You wouldn’t believe how many I’ve read in my life. I’ve read just about everything in sight. But my eyes have gotten so bad, I can’t really read anything anymore. And yet, I still do love books. So now, I want to hear about books.

Here’s the deal: I want the two of you to wander the world and search out people who can tell you about the strangest books they know. I want you to listen carefully to those stories. And I want you to tell me what you have heard.’

[image: A man and a woman stand quietly, hands clasped.]



They were given money to fund their travels around the globe, and the two men set out on their separate ways.



[image: A man and woman leave a palace on separate paths, each carrying a small bundle tied to a stick over their shoulder.]



And then, one year later, they returned from their travels.

[image: A man and a woman stand close together near a very tall palace wall.]



The king was so weak he could no longer get out of bed. So the men visited the king at his bedside, and took turns night by night telling the king all kinds of stories about books that they had heard from all kinds of people.



[image: An illustration of a man standing in front of a huge door.]

[image: An older man lies in an ornate four-poster bed, with a young person sitting beside him.]



‘Well, what they told me is, there was this one book . . .’







[image: An illustration of a person sitting on a stool next to text that reads ‘The First Night’.]



There was this one book that ran – actually ran – all over the place. It was so fast that no one could read it. It became clear that no human was ever going to keep pace with it, so they sent a cheetah running after it to at least read the cover.

This experiment was a smashing success, and now all that remains is to learn how to communicate with the cheetah so it can tell them what the book is called.



There was this one pair of books that were twins. Identical twins – they looked alike, and their contents were identical.

If you ever want to tell them apart, the best way to do so is to launch them into the air like you’re throwing a paper airplane.

The book that spreads open its pages, flutters them like wings, and sails through the air is the firstborn.

The one that snaps, ‘How dare you, sir!’ is her younger sister.



There was this one set of books that was being sought by the police. When they went to the apartment where it was known to reside, the neighbor down the hall told them, ‘Lookin’ for the set of books, eh? It moved out a few days ago.’

The set was put on a most-wanted list. Tips poured in from all over the country, but it never led to the book’s arrest. So the police decided to do it by the book, if you will, and conduct an old-school manhunt, er, bookhunt. And at last, they nabbed it.

They found it in a neighborhood where all the eight-volume sets lived. The officer who noticed that the shifty new resident only had seven volumes was given a citation for meritorious service.



There was this one book that is a different sort of book. Imagine a land that stretches a long way from north to south. Many people live there, and it floats in a giant sea. Are you following me?

In the spring the cherry blossoms bloom. In the summer the people celebrate Tanabata, the star festival. The color of the leaves in the fall is really something to behold. In the winter, you can sit under a heated table and eat mikan oranges.

All of this can be yours, just as soon as you book a ticket to Japan.



There was this one book that was, it is safe to say, the most romantic in the world. If at night you set it down where the moonlight streams in, put on some jazz, and gave it a glass of wine, it would get even deeper than it had been.



There was this one book that bounced back up like a basketball whenever you threw it to the ground. I had a friend who loved books and basketball, and he would dribble the book on his way to school in the morning.



There was this one book out there that is a little too thick to use as a pillow.

It really puts a kink in your neck, so you have to be careful.



There was this one book that made the sound of turning the page – thwish – a little too early.

You haven’t even turned the page yet, and there it goes: thwish.

Drives a person crazy, I’ll tell you that.



[image: An astronaut in front of a pile of books, a few figures under one book, and a figure with a smoking plant.]






[image: A person sitting on a stool next to text that reads ‘The Second Night’.]



[image: Many hands hold up small books.]

There was this one book that everyone in the whole country owned.

[image: A baby lies in a cradle while someone places a book beside it.]

Each person received a copy of it at birth, courtesy of the government.



[image: Many buildings are grouped in a city area.]

All kinds of things were written in it: about the ideals of the country, and the sacrifices that sometimes had to be made for them; the responsibilities of the citizens and the system of taxation; social welfare programs . . .

[image: An open book with a torn-up page.]

. . . and how, if the country ever gave the order, everyone was to eat the purple page at the back of the book, and become one with the country.



[image: An illustration of a torn-up book and pages.]

There was this one book that my one-year-old tore to pieces.

Someone I looked up to had recommended it to me as ‘a masterpiece that explains the truth of this world.’ So I bought a copy, but I hadn’t gotten around to reading it yet.

[image: A baby is crawling towards a table, and a book is placed on the table.]



The most important section, where everything is finally explained, was completely shredded.

[image: An illustration of a man carrying a torn book and a kid in his arms.]

But I haven’t thrown it away, because the book now seems to demonstrate better than ever how easily one can actually access the truths of this world.

[image: An illustration of a young child reaching up towards a wooden chest of drawers, a plant, a stapler on top, and a dustbin.]



[image: An illustration of a book with a planet infographic on the cover.]

There was this one book, from a faraway star system, that was feared above all else, because of the curse on it: ‘Anyone who dares open this book will surely die in less than three smidgemites!’

[image: Two people are looking up at a screen displaying a video feed of a speaker and a book icon.]

Somehow (long story) the book was sent to Planet Earth, and there was widespread panic when people heard about the terrible curse.



[image: An illustration of two kids in front of a bookshelf.]

But when scientists did a little research, they realized that ‘three smidgemites’ was a length of time equivalent to 800 Earth years. Nobody down here is afraid of the book anymore.

[image: Four people in an office interacting around a desk with books and cabinets.]

It is currently on the shelves in a library in Chiba Prefecture in Japan, and anyone who wants to can check it out. Only for two weeks, but you can renew for another two if you need more time.



[image: An illustration of a book with a dotted line.]

There was this one book that was only sort of there.

The words were fuzzy – in fact, the whole book itself was fuzzy! – making it impossible to read.

[image: An illustration shows four people in a consultation around a desk with a book and two cameras.]

For a long time, it was treated as a modern mystery, but then one day researchers made an incredible discovery, completely by accident:

Little children seemed to be able to see it without any trouble. The smaller the child, the clearer the book appeared to them.



[image: An illustration of a kid reading a book with a few dots and a question mark.]

They thought that the next step was to ask the children what was written in the book, but any child who became capable of reading words or able to describe it to others found the book going hazy before their very eyes.

[image: A child is clapping his hands with a book placed in front of him, while a man wearing spectacles and a suit sits nearby.]

All anyone ever learned about it was that it was a book that only very young children would be able to read, understand, or remember.



There was this one book that was just so-so. Utterly, completely so-so. In fact, it was so, so, SO so-so that I found it shelved right between ‘fa’ and ‘la.’

[image: An illustration of a pile of books labeled as ‘D O’, R I’, ‘M I’, ‘F A’, ‘S O’, ‘L A’, and ‘T I’ with a music icon.]






[image: An illustration of a girl with open hands with the text ‘The Third Night’ written in uppercase.]



There was this one book that grew bigger by eating other books.

At first, people were incredibly afraid of what the book might do to them, but it only ever ate parts of books. They tried putting some cold cuts inside a dust jacket and setting it down next to the book, but it only ate the dust jacket and left the meat. Once they figured that out, the book suddenly became very valuable. Just by putting it on display and charging people to see it eat other books – ‘it’s eating the front cover! it’s chomping through the table of contents! there goes the index!’ – the owner could get back several times what he originally paid for the book.

The book passed through several hands, moving from country to country. It was gradually getting bigger and bigger, and I suppose any given owner could only take so much of this.

Along came a young woman who was very kind and loved books very much. She couldn’t stand to see a spectacle being made of the poor book. She decided that she had to acquire it. The young book lover didn’t want to profit from the book’s bizarre feeding habit; she wanted to read what was written inside it. She was the only one in the whole wide world who loved the book as the book that it was.

In order to buy it, she sold her own house. But no one around her understood why she would do something so drastic just to protect a book, and even her own family cut ties with her.



The people in her town said this was surely some sort of publicity stunt. But the book lover paid no mind to all of the bad things everyone was saying about her, and found a cheap room for rent where she could live a quiet life with the book. With that, she finally had enough money to purchase it.

The kind book lover gently carried the book to her new place. ‘This is your home now,’ she told it.

That evening, she politely introduced herself to the book and explained that all she wanted to do was read it. But as it turned out, she never read a word.

Some days later, a friend of the kindhearted book lover grew concerned that she hadn’t heard from her, and decided to visit her new apartment. The friend knocked on the door, and when there was no reply, she used a spare key she had been given to let herself in. In the middle of the room, she found the book that ate parts of books. It was much, much larger than it had been in the photographs she had seen of it. On the floor, she found a scrap of clothing, drenched in blood. But the book had never eaten people before. It must have made some sort of terrible mistake.

The friend rushed to the giant book and began banging on it, calling out her friend’s name. ‘Paige, are you in there? PAIGE!’



There was this one book that chose its people.

When the nicest person in town tried to read it, it simply refused to open.

But when the nasty town gossip tried to read it, it opened right on up.

Unpredictable things, books.



There was this one book that was the most boring book in the world.

The author had grown to hate books, and after a lot of experimenting on the best way to drive people away from reading them, he wrote this horribly boring book.



There was this one book that had a loud, booming laugh, so what could they do but put it in the refrigerator at night to chill?



There was this one book that was like a cat – if you dropped it from a tall place, it always managed to flip itself around and land front cover up.



There was this one book that, if you dropped it in a river, took the ding from ‘the gorilla began kicking the balls furiously, dinging out several windows in a row’ on page 16, and combined it with the hy from ‘the gorilla spun the roulette wheel with terrifying force, putting everyone who watched it into a hypnotic trance’ on page 86 to create a dinghy that could carry it safely to shore. As an alternative, it could take the back from ‘I thought I was walking hand in hand with my mother until I realized that only a silverback gorilla would have so much hair everywhere’ on page 23, and combine it with the stroke from ‘the gorilla sent me a text message with a lot of emoji hearts every night at the stroke of midnight’ on page 42 to create a backstroke, which it could use to swim to safety.

Mind you, it was a horrible, clumsy backstroke – truly terrible form – but it got the job done.



There was this one book that was just so darn NICE. Whenever anything bad happened in the village, or whenever the villagers were going through a tough time, they all read the book together. Until the night they were suddenly attacked by a giant monster. (Apparently, it was one of those villages that had always had a bit of trouble with monsters.) In just one night, the monster demolished all of the buildings in town, and rampaged through their fields ruining everything. Worst of all, the monster ate the true treasure of the town, the very nice book. The villagers had never been so sad.

The following day, the monster showed up in the afternoon to apologize for attacking them. He rebuilt the buildings he had destroyed, and put the fields back to mostly working order. After that, the monster helped the villagers when they needed help, and really enjoyed playing with the children.

Apparently, even a monster turns nice if it eats a nice book.



[image: An illustration of a person in a yoga pose by a small bench. A line drawing of a complex machine with a book in a central glass container. An illustration of people walking with books in front of their heads.]






[image: An illustration of a man sitting with a text box, ‘The Fourth Night’ in uppercase.]



[image: A man working at a cluttered desk with a laptop, holding a small item; an arrow highlights a small stack of books on the shelf.]

There was this one book that will surely save me someday. It will give me a new set of values. It will give me the kick in the pants that I need.

[image: An illustration of a man sitting in a resting position in a chair, with a laptop, files, and a bottle beside him.]

It will make me a billionaire. It will help me lose 50 pounds. It will give me toned abs.



[image: A person from behind, looking down at a book on a shelf with an electrical outlet nearby.]

OK, I haven’t read it yet, but I bought it thinking that at some point I would.

[image: Man lies in bed in a cluttered room of boxes and bags; a thought bubble above him shows a book.]

Even just owning the book might be enough to give me a new life.



[image: An illustration of a fish on a notebook.]

There was this one book I drew when I was five years old. I cut some drawing paper to size, and had my mother staple it for me.

I drew a fish, and a dragon, and all of the other animals that I wanted to have as a pet back then, one creature per page.

[image: The kid draws a dinosaur on paper; the floor is scattered with a baseball bat, dinosaur books, a fish toy, and other books.]



I simply loved making that book. And I was so happy when my mother praised these drawings I had made all by myself.

[image: An adult and a child at a table. The adult is handing the child a book-like object near the scissors. ]

Perhaps the reason that I still draw books today is that I want to have that feeling again, just one more time.

[image: A bald, bearded older man writes by a window with books; tea, papers, and a pen rest on the table nearby.]



[image: An illustration of two hands holding a book.]

There was this one book with a hair in it. I bought it on a whim at a used bookstore the other day.

[image: A gloved hand holding a pair of tweezers that grip a thin strand of material.]

Make that six . . . there were six hairs in the book, one on the last page of every chapter in the book.

Each of them was a different length and a different color from all the rest.



The book was about an actual unsolved mystery involving a serial killer.

[image: An illustration of two trash bags beside a pole and a bush.]



There was this one book that was just not very exciting. The other day I was about to throw it in the trash when I noticed something strange.

[image: An illustration of a girl reading a book while carrying trash in her hand. She is surrounded by trash and trash bags.]

The book had a peculiar smell to it. I couldn’t place it, but I had smelled that scent somewhere before.

[image: An illustration of a kid reading a book beside a bed, with one glass and a gadget on the floor.]

I just couldn’t figure out where. I keep thinking it’s going to come back to me at some point, so I sniff it every night right before I go to bed.

[image: An illustration of a bag.]



There was this one book that I was meaning to return. A friend – well, really more of an acquaintance – had lent it to me. Needless to say, I hadn’t read it.

It was a pain to go all the way there just to return the book, so I kept putting it off and putting it off. It seemed to be kind of a special book, so I couldn’t just throw it out.

[image: An illustration of packed boxes, bags, and books.]

I wasn’t really sure if my friend even remembered lending me the book, but it would be even more of a pain to try to figure that out.

I have a feeling the book is going to remain right where it is in my home for the rest of my life.



There was this one book that had been one-fourth chomped away.

[image: An illustration of a half-damaged book.]






[image: An illustration of a man sitting with a text box ‘The Fifth Night’ in uppercase.]



There was this one book that looked absolutely adorable when you placed it in a field of flowers. When you placed it on concrete it looked ever so lonely. And when you placed it in the jungle it looked like a wild beast.

When a grumpy person held it, the book looked kind of boring. When a smiling person held it, well, it looked just fascinating, somehow.

But when you placed it on a bookshelf, there was nothing about the book that made it stand out.

All of this even though, wherever it was, what was inside the book was exactly the same.



There was this one book that was in the habit of saying, ‘I was so popular when I was young!’

Yes, its only claim to fame (so it claimed) was that it was popular when it was young, but, oh, how it lorded over the other books.

The other books all thought to themselves, ‘Get over yourself!’ But at the same time, they were willing to forgive it.



There was this one book that was a real mess. It was the most beaten-up of all the books in the used bookstore.

The other books were used, too, but they were all in such good condition that they very well could have been sold as new.

It was the only old and dirty book there. When customers wanted to look at a book sitting on the shelf near it, they all took extra care not to touch that book.

Are you starting to feel a little sorry for it?

Well, look at it this way: Most books are read one time – at the most three times – before being set on the bookshelf, or thrown away, but this particular book was read over and over again by its owner. One hundred times, two hundred times, it was read and read. The owner of the book had received it as a present from his mother when he was a child. He hadn’t liked it very much when he first read it.



What a boring book, he had gone so far as to think. But, if he was being honest with himself, it wasn’t so much that the book was boring as that he hadn’t understood it.

After a little time had passed, he happened to read the book again. And this time, he made a discovery: Oh, is that what this book is about? He had completely missed the point the first time he read it.

What he really discovered was something very deep: the pleasure you find in reading a book will change depending on when you read it. The owner thought this was marvelous. He read the book over and over again, and every time he read it, he discovered something new. Every time he went somewhere new, where he didn’t know anyone, he brought that book with him and read it once more. The book was like a protective charm, he felt.

When the owner got a girlfriend, he told her all about the book with great excitement, and she, too, read it. The two lovebirds chattered on happily about the book.



When the owner and his friends went out drinking, the owner went on and on about all the things the book had done for him, the ways it had helped him, the courage it had given him. This made the book very happy. Even when the owner grew old, he continued to read the book.

The old owner gave his grandchildren new copies of the book. But the old, loveworn copy of the book always stayed with him.

At last, the day came when it was time for the book and its owner to part. The book sat by the owner’s bed. The owner was no longer able to pick up the book and flip through its pages, so in the end he simply gently stroked its cover.



The book made its way from one person to another, and ended up here on the shelf in the used bookstore. It thinks fondly of that time so long ago when its owner held the book in his still-small hands and flipped through its pages so carefully. And of the days when its owner would hold it in the warmth of his palms, larger now, and flip those same pages again and again.

So, the books around it sparkle on the shelf, and this book alone is old and ragged. But this book is the happiest of them all. The words on its pages tell one story. But the book itself tells another one.



There was this one book that was a member of a popular band.

On guitar, Otsuka!

Zun-zun-zun-zun-zun-zun-zun-zun-zeeeeaw!

Nakamura on bass!

Bwao-wao-wao-wao-waoooo!

On drums, give it up for Hirai!

Dum-dada-dum-dum-dum! Shimmm-shimma-shim-shimmmm!

Last but not least, This One Book!

Thwp, thwp, thwp. Tchk, tchk. Thwp.

We’ve got a new song for you guys! Put your hands together!

‘Bayy-beee, I’m not giving back the book that you looooaned to meeee . . .’



There was this one book that really grew on me. Literally. It is stuck to my right shoulder. At first, I was a little perplexed, but now that I’m used to it, it is kind of charming. But it always stays on my right shoulder, which throws off my balance.

And now I’m kind of wondering, can anyone out there put something on my left shoulder that is of roughly the same weight?

A skateboard would be too heavy. But a ping-pong ball would be too light. Nothing seems to be exactly the weight I need.

What’s that you say? Omuraisu? You think that I should put a rice omelet on my shoulder to balance things out?!

Oh, that does seem to do the trick.



There was this one book that is at times harder than steel. And at other times softer than tofu.

Someone will mean to bop her friend on the head with the book, and it will turn into a murder case. Someone else will yank on the cover with all his might thinking that’s what he needs to do to open the book, and it will splatter all over the ground.



There was this one book with a hole at the center of it. When I put it on a record player and drop the needle, it reads the story to me. Such a nice thing to read, alone, late at night.



[image: Five scenes: dragging an object, a figure with a stick, a bull-like creature, a porter uphill, and two people exchanging or greeting.]






[image: An illustration of a man sitting with a text box ‘The Sixth Night’ in uppercase.]



[image: An illustration of a book with a text.]

There was this one book chock full of stories about people whose dreams had been crushed along the way.

Stories about people for whom, for one reason or another, things did not quite go the way they had hoped.

Stories that showed people losing one future for themselves, and setting off in search of a different one.

[image: The photo frame shows a family of four—a man, a woman, two kids—surrounded by books, pens, and a holder.]

‘You’re not the only one who has faced tough times.’ Hoping that we would learn this, hoping that we would find in the various cases some examples of how to bounce back, my father created this book.



[image: An illustration of a pen and notes is present on paper.]

He had gathered the tales from all over, intending to put his own story at the end.

I imagine he wanted to finish the project by showing how he himself had found a new reason to live with hope.

[image: An illustration of an organised table with envelopes and a pen holder. A few envelopes are present in a box.]

He had been without hope for a long time. He thought he could give courage to people around the world and himself at the same time.



But, no matter how many stories my father collected, no matter how much time went by, he couldn’t find his way back to hope.

[image: An illustration shows four pieces of luggage with an umbrella.]



[image: An illustration of a table, a chair.]

It was frustrating and painful. His life ended in despair.



[image: An illustration of a box full of umbrellas.]

Now I am older and I understand.

There are people whose sadness never goes away. There are people who decide life should go a certain way, but somehow can’t make it happen.

But even if your life isn’t as pleasant as you imagined, that doesn’t mean it’s a failure.

[image: A sink with two water taps, a toothbrush on a glass, a toothpaste, two bottles, and a mirror.]

Even if you aren’t doing what you thought you would be doing, that isn’t any reason to stop living.



That’s what I wanted to tell my father. But he was serious, and stubborn. I imagine he wouldn’t have understood me even if I had been able to talk to him about it.

[image: An illustration of a car on a road with few trees and bushes behind it.]



The book that my father wanted to make, the one that I finished for him and sent out into the world, wasn’t able to save him. But my father’s life’s work, all of the stories that he was able to compile, helped many, many other people.

[image: A scenic view of many buildings in an urban setting, with the sun present in the sky.]



No one is able to save themselves.

All that we can do is work to save someone other than ourselves.

[image: An illustration of utensils present in an organised way.]

That is why we need to focus our energies on saving someone else.

So that someone else can in turn save us.

[image: An illustration of a few plant pots on a bench and on the floor.]



If the book has a message, that’s probably what it is.

[image: An illustration of shoes beside a table, a spectacle is present on it.]



[image: An illustration of bags carrying a few books, with one book on the floor.]







[image: An illustration of a man sitting with a text box ‘The Seventh Night’ in uppercase.]



There was this one book where no one dies.

Shortly after the start of fifth grade, Haru Takeuchi came to our school. She was a little shy when she had to stand in front of our classroom and introduce herself, but she said in a voice clear as day, ‘I want to make picture books when I grow up.’

Everyone in the room turned around to look at me where I was sitting in the back row.

I had always said that I wanted to make picture books when I grew up, and now here was some girl saying the same thing. Haru Takeuchi looked confused about why all of her new classmates had turned around when she introduced herself, but when someone said quietly, ‘Just like Shin’ichi,’ she seemed to understand. I thought it was childish of my classmates to all turn around to look at me, and I found this Haru Takeuchi the Transfer Student annoying – why did she need to tell us what she wants to be when she grows up when no one asked her? When her self-introduction was done, Haru was prompted by our teacher to take a seat in the middle of the room. After the excitement died down and the class was underway with its usual level of commotion, Haru Takeuchi turned around just once to look at me.



It didn’t take any time at all for Haru Takeuchi to make friends and become part of the class, but for some reason I alone continued to think of her as a foreign object dropped into the mix. Perhaps I was still hung up on the fact that she had said she wanted to illustrate picture books.

Haru’s skin was white, and her arms were so translucent that I could see her blue veins running just under the surface. She seemed to gather more light than other people; well, she seemed to produce more light than other people. She wore her hair in a short bob, with not a single strand of her black hair out of place. She probably combed it every night. When she was truly interested in something, her naturally aloof eyes would widen in excitement. And then there was her voice. It was soft, but it carried. It trembled even when she was speaking about ordinary things. It conveyed all of her emotions honestly. The sincerity in her voice seemed to condemn my own more treacherous feelings every time she spoke.



I couldn’t help but pay attention to the drawings posted on the bulletin board at school every time I passed by. They would always choose one drawing from a student in each grade to post in the hallway. Since first grade, my work had been chosen every single time, without exception, so how could I help but glance at the bulletin board whenever I passed by it? But when I walked past it with friends, I acted as though nothing was there at all. After all, you didn’t ever want to be caught gazing with satisfaction at your work hanging on the wall at school.




‘You can go anywhere you want on the school grounds. Find a viewpoint that speaks to you and draw the scenery.’ Most of the students who were gathered around the teacher nodded politely. A few of the boys broke away and bolted straight toward the swingset.

‘Are we allowed to draw the trees and bushes, too?’ Tanaka asked. Nobody asked more questions that didn’t need to be asked than Tanaka.

‘Yes, trees and bushes are part of the scenery. But be careful about drawing birds and clouds – they move around, so you won’t get much of a chance to study them as you draw.’

Our teacher wasn’t about to lose to Tanaka in a game of stating the obvious.

This was the first time Haru Takeuchi had drawn a picture since she had come to our school. I had decided that you can’t draw a schoolyard without all of the students in the picture, so I had moved far away from everyone else to a corner of the grounds where I could take everything in. Haru Takeuchi was sitting on the ground near the swingset with a group of three girls that she had fallen in with, drawing. Strange how much they were interfering with my concentration.

‘Whoa, Haru, that is amazing!’ I could hear one of the girls scream. My pencil stopped again. Now the other girls in the vicinity were gathering around Haru Takeuchi to have a look.



‘I’m still working on it, so . . .’ Haru seemed to say, embarrassed. I didn’t hear what she said, but I could imagine it.



‘This is such a nice study – the light in May hitting each of the trees in a slightly different way.’ It was a few days later, and our teacher was ooh-ing and ahh-ing over Haru’s completed work. It was awful to see this teacher, who had no particular training in art, delivering his pompous evaluation of Haru’s final work. Especially since he had always just sent my work down to the bulletin board without feeling the need to say anything to me.

A crowd of students gathered in front of the board when Haru’s picture was posted there. ‘It’s like a photograph,’ someone said. Maybe this was supposed to be a way of praising Haru, but all I could think was, if you want something to be as real as a photo, just take a photograph, why don’t you. Everyone who saw my scowling face gave me this look of pity. Students from other classes who were gathered to talk in the hallway all seemed to think that I was furious with myself for losing out to Haru, which made things even worse.

During a break between classes, I sat with my cheek plastered against the top of my desk, looking out the classroom window. What was this ‘light in May’ that our teacher was talking about? I got that the light outside changes from season to season, but is there something so specific as ‘the light in May’? I rapped on the bottom of my desk; it sounded like a drum with my ear pressed up against it.



‘What are you doing?’

I lifted my head to find Haru Takeuchi standing in front of me.

‘Nothing much. Why?’

‘You’re making a racket.’

‘Come on.’

‘I’m serious. I figured something has to be going on for you to pound on your desk like that.’

‘Uh oh. I thought I was the only one who could hear it, because I had my ear flat against the desk.’

‘Oh. Yeah. It’s pretty loud.’

‘OK, sorry about that.’

That seemed to be the end of the conversation, but Haru didn’t go anywhere. I didn’t know what to do.

‘Shin’ichi, your picture of the courtyard was really good. I loved it.’ She was staring right at me.

‘It wasn’t that great.’ I tried hard to keep my voice from quivering.

Haru shook her head. ‘It never occurred to me to draw a picture of everyone else drawing pictures. I thought that was brilliant.’

I could see my reflection in her rounded eyes. ‘Well, thanks.’

Why would Haru Takeuchi go out of her way to say something like that to me?



‘I heard from the others that, you know, “Shin’ichi Misaki’s picture is picked every time.” I imagine they wanted to do something nice for me, since I’m new here. And everyone already knows how good you are.’ Haru was speaking a little faster than normal now.

‘No, Haru Takeuchi,’ I told her, ‘yours was the best. I was trying to figure out where exactly you had to be in the courtyard to draw what you did. After school, I went back out there by myself to try to figure it out, but I couldn’t find the right spot.’

Haru looked a little surprised when she heard this. ‘Huh?’ she said softly. ‘You went back to look for it?’

‘I just wondered where exactly you had been.’

When her cheeks turned red, I realized a little too late that I was effectively admitting to her that I had been thinking about her drawing. Maybe I let my guard down after she praised my work.

‘Oh,’ she said, looking shy and excited all at the same time, ‘I was standing on the swing and getting it up into the air, and I was looking over the ginkgo tree to everything beyond it, and I wanted to capture that feeling.’

‘That’s what I didn’t get – no matter where you go in the school courtyard, you can’t see anything on the other side of the ginkgo trees. So this is what you can see when you’re up in the air standing on a swing?’

‘Sure . . . except I probably drew it as though I was a little higher up in the air. But I’m really happy that you noticed that, Shin’ichi. You’re the first one to mention it.’

‘I’m just surprised that you stand up on the swing.’

‘Of course I do – that’s the only way to really get it going!’ Haru laughed. I started to get worried about what the others would say if they noticed the two of us talking, but just then the bell sounded. ‘See you later,’ Haru said, and headed to her desk.

What did she mean by ‘later’? Were we going to talk about pictures again? I was still trying to figure this out when she turned back to look at me, and smiled.



The next morning, I found a brand-new notebook inside my desk. When I glanced across the classroom at Haru, she was looking my way and smiling again. She hadn’t so much as said good morning to me.

Every time I opened a new notebook, I was filled with a feeling of new possibilities. But my hands had never trembled as much as they did opening this notebook.

The first page was blank. But when I turned to the next page, there was a drawing of a manta ray coasting through the sea. I wondered why a manta ray, but there didn’t seem to be any particular reason. Next to the ray was an empty word balloon.

‘Now,’ said Haru, who was suddenly standing right in front my desk, startling me, ‘your job is to give the ray something to say.’ And then she went back to her seat without another word.



So I filled in the word balloon: ‘I’m surprisingly useful when you need a hard, flat surface to draw on.’

I didn’t really know where that had come from.

During the break after second period, I quietly slid the notebook into Haru’s desk. At the beginning of third period, I watched as Haru realized that the notebook had come back to her. It looked like she opened it. From where I was sitting, I could see her shoulders bouncing up and down, and I was so glad to see I had made her laugh. She hid the notebook under the one she was using for class, probably because I had drawn a giraffe on the next page and, following her lead, had drawn an empty word balloon for her to fill in. Haru was sitting there thinking of something good for the giraffe to say.

By the time class was done for the day, the notebook was back in my desk. Jittery with excitement, I opened it to find the giraffe telling me, ‘No one ever wants to talk about how dainty my head is.’

This was next-level; a giraffe joke that talks about the dainty head instead of the long neck?! On the page following the giraffe was a picture of a wolf, with the obligatory word balloon. I headed home, trying to think of what the wolf should say.

I decided on, ‘Sorry, bub, you can’t just snap your fingers and expect a wolf to how-oooooooooooo-l.’ Maybe I’d be the only one who thought this was funny.




Starting the next day, we settled into a routine with the notebook. One exchange per day, two at the most. I wanted to produce better drawings than Haru, and I wanted to come up with better lines than Haru. More than anything, what I most wanted was for Haru to laugh at the drawings I made and the lines I wrote.

At home, I thought up clever drawings and snappy lines, in the bathtub, and after I turned out the lights and before I went to sleep. It was all time that I spent with Haru, you might say.

On nights when I couldn’t fall asleep right away, I would flip through the once-empty notebook and look at everything we had done to this point.

Haru’s manta ray, saying, ‘I’m surprisingly useful when you need a hard, flat surface to draw on.’

Haru’s wolf, saying, ‘Sorry, bub, you can’t just snap your fingers and expect a wolf to how-oooooooooooo-l.’

It wasn’t like these lines were even that old, but I was already feeling so much nostalgia when I read them.

Haru had drawn a baseball player at bat, who now said, ‘I aim for windows on the houses of the guys I don’t like.’

Haru had drawn an image of Mechagodzilla, the robot version of Godzilla, who was now saying, wistfully, ‘I’d pound my chest, but there is a lot of delicate wiring in here.’



Haru’s version of a gibbon explained, ‘Fascinating fact: my left arm is a full two centimeters longer than my right.’

Haru had drawn a bear. ‘Come on over here,’ he invited, ‘and see for yourself if I’m really a bear in the wild or just a stuffed animal. You might be able to tell if you come up close and give me a sniff.’

On her lesser panda, I had written, ‘The teacher is making me stand for the entire class. Somebody alert the board of education.’ I had added some tears to Haru’s drawing.

I had her tyrannosaurus say, ‘Raaaaaoooowwwrrr!’ On the edge of the page she had written, ‘That’s a cop-out!’ I guess I needed to think of something better for the tyrannosaurus to say.

Haru had drawn an ant leading a long line of other ants, now muttering to himself, ‘You have no idea how much pressure it is being in front.’

Haru had drawn a relay-race runner. ‘I’m actually running backward,’ I had him say.

Haru had a skeleton. ‘Stop looking at my bones,’ it said shyly.

Haru had drawn a lizard. ‘I went up to a human who had a tattoo that looked just like me, and it ran away from me – what gives?’

Haru had drawn a bullfrog. I had him say, threateningly, ‘I’m gonna jump directly at you. Are you ready for it?’ To which Haru had written in a corner of the page, ‘I would be terrified to have a bullfrog jump out at me.’



And so it went. I wrote the lines for the drawings that Haru made, and she wrote the lines for the drawings that I made. It’s not like it was homework or anything, but it was somewhere between playing and training.

Looking at Haru’s drawings again, it occurred to me that there was a kind of movement to them. They made it easy to imagine what had happened right before the drawing, and what would happen right after the drawing, which made it easy to come up with dialogue for them.

My drawings couldn’t compete with that. I had to admit that, compared to Haru’s, mine were lacking in brilliance. The gloominess of my personality had kind of seeped into my drawings. I had never realized it – until I looked at Haru’s pictures.

During breaks between classes, I would sit at my desk, and Haru would come over and join me. Sometimes I would sit and chat with her, and sometimes we would sit and stare out the window together.

‘I brought the book home the other day,’ she said, ‘and I went back through all of our work. Shin’ichi, your pictures are really great. And so are your lines – except for the tyrannosaurus, obviously.’

Haru’s voice was so gentle, as calm as a perfect day. But when I breathed in the air in the space we shared, I was suddenly alarmed. Maybe her voice and everything about her was too kind. I couldn’t help but think, what if all of this attention and kindness and sheer time that were being directed toward me were to be redirected toward somebody else?

I was afraid of being hurt, and I even started to think that maybe I should keep a little distance between us and not fall into the trap of getting too close to her. But it was much too late for that. I would get to school in the morning and look around for Haru. I would start thinking about how I was going to greet her the evening before.

‘Do you like like Haru?’ one of my classmates asked me, and at first I had no idea what he was talking about. I suppose anyone looking at it from the outside would think that. Some of the other boys made fun of me for how close I was to her.

Had it been even a couple of months before I met Haru, I would have denied everything out of embarrassment, but I didn’t feel that way anymore. Now I was even starting to think that the friends who got a kick out of trying to make fun of me that way were immature.

‘She’s new here, so she probably doesn’t know about your little incident,’ my classmate said, with a slightly sinister laugh. I wanted to knock his block off. OK, yes, maybe there was something about me that I really didn’t want Haru to know. Maybe I kind of lived in fear that she would find out. But that wasn’t the only reason to be afraid.



Haru herself was nothing if not kind, making the undercurrent of danger that ran through her pictures and dialogue all the more shocking. I guess technically that means that Haru was something other than only kind.

I wondered, would I ever be able to draw things like that? Should I be more careful about how much she was influencing me?

I liked talking about drawing with her. I just liked being with her. Every time I got to school, my first order of business was to find her. When I was walking down the street, every time a bicycle went past, I would swivel my head around wondering if it was her. Even when I was at home, I would hear a voice in the street and wonder if it was her, and I’d have to stick my head out on the balcony and peep outside.

So, sure, I liked her. But I was drawn to her as someone who could create more exciting pictures than I could. And it was very possible that I felt more fear than anything else when I thought of her.

‘Hey, are you listening to me?’ Haru asked, bringing me back to the present.

‘Sure. I’ve been looking back over our pictures, too. I keep thinking that I know a Haru Takeuchi drawing when I see one because they all look like they’re going to move right off the page, while mine just sit there.’

‘That’s not true. I thought your worm was incredibly disgusting.’

‘Ah, the worm.’

‘And “incredibly disgusting” is a compliment! I mean, how cool is it that something you’ve drawn can make me feel so nauseous?’



‘Wow, really?’

‘Really. It’s truly horrifying.’

‘I forget now – what did you have it say?’

‘I think it was, “I have seen the earthworms smushed on the highway, and I have seen my own future,” something like that.’

‘The dialogue is just as incredibly disgusting as the drawing, Haru Takeuchi!’

‘I guess your drawings are influencing my own work.’

‘What? Do you really think so?’

‘Absolutely. Even when I’m drawing, I say to myself, oh, this is looking like something Shin’ichi would do. I would never have drawn this at my old school. That’s pretty natural, isn’t it?’

‘I wonder.’

I got a little nervous just hearing her mention her old school. Had she passed a notebook back and forth like this with someone there?



Haru opened up the notebook that had gotten a little dirtier with each pass and laughed at something she found there.

‘Misaki, how do you decide what you’re going to draw?’

‘It’s all pretty random,’ I said.



‘A giraffe, a worm, a dentist, a carp streamer, a slug, a catfish, a squid, a dolphin, a cucumber, a swallow, a skull, a policeman, a Rubik’s Cube . . .’ Haru gleefully flipped through the pages.

‘It’s not a carp streamer.’ Since Japanese parents fly carp-shaped banners when a boy is born to the family, I guess she thought that’s where my boyish mind had gone.

‘What? It’s not a big old carp streamer that is eating people? It’s brilliant and scary all at the same time!’ Haru’s eyes got big. They were a lighter shade of brown than mine.

‘A carp banner that eats people – how did you come up with that? It’s a coelacanth.’

‘A SEE-la-canth?! I see, you see, we all see a coelacanth,’ Haru sang. ‘Well, if that’s what it is, then the line I gave it makes no sense whatsoever.’

Her right hand was on my left shoulder.

‘Yeah, I was lost. What was it? “I never feel full on wind alone”?’

‘You’re close. It was, “All I ever eat is wind. How about hoisting an omelet up here?”’ Haru cracked up telling her own joke.

‘Even now that you’ve explained what you thought you were looking at, I still don’t get the joke.’

‘Well, we had rice omelets for dinner on the day I needed to come up with this line.’

‘Now that’s random.’



‘It’s better than what you did to my tyrannosaurus!’ She was laughing, and I started laughing, too.

When I got home, I pulled out the notebook, still thinking about the conversation I had had with Haru back in the classroom.

My giraffe was saying, ‘No one ever wants to talk about how dainty my head is.’

My worm was prophesying, ‘I have seen the earthworms smushed on the highway, and I have seen my own future.’

My dentist was suggesting, ‘Now if you feel any pain at all, just lift both arms and both feet and wave them all around.’

My coelacanth was hinting, ‘All I ever eat is wind. How about an omelet?’ (This one definitely made more sense for a carp streamer.)

My slug was huffing, ‘Salt?!? I’m not going to melt even if you put mayonnaise on me.’

My catfish was insisting, ‘Draw me with only two whiskers? I have way more than that.’

My squid was admitting, ‘Actually, when we’re alive, we’re not white.’

My dolphin was boasting, ‘Check out how many little teeth I’ve got here!’

My cucumber was musing, ‘Being eaten by a kappa river imp is actually a dream of mine!’



My swallow was declaring, ‘Even when it rains, my feelings are still soaring!’

My skull was moaning, ‘I’m freeeeezing!’

My policeman was sulking, ‘What about the human being inside the awesome patrol car? Isn’t he awesome, too?’

My Rubik’s Cube was giving away a little trick: ‘If you have a brush and six different colors of paint, you can solve me in no time.’

Without our realizing it, the notebook had lost its newness, one spill, scuff, and smudge at a time. It really began to look like we would be able to fill the entire thing with our drawings and twisted lines.



‘What are we going to do when our notebook is entirely filled?’ Haru asked me one day. We were sitting in the classroom after school had let out. I had thought we would just get a new notebook and do it all over again, but I didn’t know if it was my place to say that. I could hear the other kids down in the schoolyard, yelling and running around. Haru and I were the only ones left in the classroom.

The hat for my school uniform was hanging from a hook at the side of my desk. Haru picked it up and put it on her head to be funny. The late afternoon light streaming into the classroom bathed half of it in a red glow. There are various kinds of light, but the time of day is way more important than what season it is, I thought.

‘We could write a diary together.’

My mouth was laughing before my brain could even process her suggestion. ‘Why would we write a diary together?’ I asked, trying to sound neutral about it.

‘Shin’ichi, you and I both want to make picture books when we grow up, right? How can we do that if we don’t practice?’ The question appeared to be an earnest one, but she was still sitting there with my hat on her head.

‘Oooh-kay. But I’ve never written a diary before.’

‘I have a diary, but I’ve never written one with someone else,’ Haru said.

I was happy to hear this. ‘So who starts?’ I asked.

‘I’ll buy something at Meibundo. If I leave it up to you, you’ll probably buy some ridiculous old-timey notebook.’

‘I can be trusted to buy a notebook.’

‘That’s OK – I’ll stop by on my way back from my tutoring. I have some other things to do there anyway.’

‘OK, Haru Takeuchi. You’re in charge of the notebook.’

‘I’m going to find something totally adorable.’





June 19 (Wednesday) Haru Takeuchi

We are off and running. I hope you like the notebook I chose. I spent so much time looking through the notebooks at Meibundo to find just the right one that the lady in the stationery section convinced herself that I must be a shoplifter and was staring daggers at me the entire time. My heart was pounding even though I wasn’t stealing anything!

I’m really happy that you agreed to keep a diary with me. If we get too ambitious with it we’ll never keep up the pace, so let’s say from the start that we can write a lot if we want to, but it’s OK to write something short, too. What do you think?



June 20 (Thursday) Shin’ichi Misaki

This is the first day of my first shared diary. I only get one chance at my very first entry, so I want to make it count. First, I want to say thanks for picking up the notebook for us. Oh, but it’s a diary, so maybe I should say I would like to offer my profound gratitude to you for acquiring the notebook.

I have to say, though, it never occurred to me after all that build-up that you would buy the EXACT same notebook as last time. A classic Haru Takeuchi move.

I agree that we should write as much or as little as we want to.

Am I doing what I’m supposed to be doing with a shared diary?




June 21 (Friday) Haru Takeuchi

Thanks for your verrry formal entry, Shin’ichi. I feel like I’m writing back and forth with an old man. You can loosen it up a bit.

In the end, I was too emotionally attached to the kind of notebook we used before, so I just bought another one.



June 22 (Saturday) Shin’ichi Misaki

Oh, sorry, I didn’t know I should loosen it up a bit. Marma larma pong pong, marma larma pong pong, tyrannosaurus raaaaaoooowwwrrr!

Is that better?



June 24 (Monday) Haru Takeuchi

Would you believe, that is not better. I have no idea what that means. But actually, I like it when I have no idea what it means. But you do need to lose the tyrannosaurus scream – not your best moment.



June 25 (Tuesday) Shin’ichi Misaki

Sorry to mess around with this. But I’m kind of embarrassed to write anything that isn’t just messing around.

I’ve got something better for the tyrannosaurus. ‘Yes, I have a question: A tyrannosaurus is a kind of dinosaur, do I have that right?’

How about that?




June 26 (Wednesday) Haru Takeuchi

I am finding some uncomfortable similarities to our classmate Tanaka and his unnecessary questions. You should be kinder, Shin’ichi!



June 27 (Thursday) Shin’ichi Misaki

It’s not my fault I notice these things. The teacher’s grasp of the obvious shocks me even more. ‘Be careful about drawing birds and clouds – they move around.’ We’re in fifth grade, we’re not toddlers!



June 28 (Friday) Haru Takeuchi

I am cracking up here. He really said that, didn’t he. I was actually thinking the same thing! And despite his warnings, I liked your drawing with a bunch of people moving around in it.

This is a different subject, but I keep wanting to ask you: why do you always call me by my full name? ‘OK, Haru Takeuchi’ . . . it’s kind of strange, isn’t it?



June 29 (Saturday) Shin’ichi Misaki

I think Haru Takeuchi is a very nice name. And we always refer to historical figures by their full names, right? It seemed natural to refer to you by your full name, but now that I think about it, the only time I ever use someone’s full name is when I’m talking about . . . Haru Takeuchi. What should I call you instead?



Maybe when you stood in front of the classroom and introduced yourself it left a deep impression on me!

Don’t you think it was strange that you started at our school a month after the beginning of the school year? Then again, if you had come in as a transfer student on the first day of school and started the year with the rest of us, would anyone have made you stand up at the front of the room and introduce yourself? Sorry for all of the questions.



July 1 (Monday) Haru Takeuchi

You can call me anything you want to call me. You can call me Haru or you can call me Takeuchi or you can call me Haru Takeuchi. But if you give me a breathy ‘Hello, Haru’ in front of everyone, I’ll probably just ignore you. I’m glad you like my name, especially since my father gave it to me.

Even though ‘Haru’ means ‘spring,’ I was born in autumn.

I guess it is kind of weird for someone to transfer in a month into the school year. To be honest, it was kind of sudden.



July 3 (Wednesday) Shin’ichi Misaki

Well, I’d rather not be ignored by you, so ‘Hey, Takeuchi’ is all you’ll be getting from me.

You were born in autumn?! Your parents should have called you Aki Takeuchi. That fits you, too. Well, but not as well as Haru.

So why did you transfer schools anyway?




July 5 (Friday) Haru Takeuchi

I thought I would write about why I came to be at your school, but I ran out of time yesterday. I really want to tell you, but wait just a bit longer!



July 6 (Saturday) Shin’ichi Misaki

Well, today was awful, wasn’t it? I’m doing OK, but how about you? I wonder if they have all read this? And what kind of jerks steal a diary and hide it in the teacher’s desk? If everyone already knows about it, we may as well just pass it directly back and forth.

And sorry if I asked you about something I shouldn’t have. You don’t have to talk about anything you don’t want to.



July 7 (Sunday) Haru Takeuchi

I was really glad that when the teacher said, ‘What is this notebook doing here?’ you immediately stood up and said, ‘That’s mine!’ You’re kind of my hero. Honestly, to take someone’s private notebook out of their desk and put it in the teacher’s desk – what jerks. It’s because there are people like that in the world that the lady at Meibundo watched me like a hawk. Anyway, today is Sunday, so I’m gonna try to hand this off to you in the park by your place. If it doesn’t work, I’ll give it to you in school on Monday.




July 8 (Monday) Shin’ichi Misaki

Thanks so much for tracking me down yesterday! It has been a long time since I have seen anyone outside of school. We had a lot to say to each other. Did you get scolded for getting home so late?



July 9 (Tuesday) Haru Takeuchi

No one was angry with me. I didn’t want to go home on Sunday. I mean, I usually don’t want to go home. But this is our place to talk about happy things, so I don’t want to go into all that.

July 10 (Wednesday) Shin’ichi Misaki

Well, there are days when I don’t want to go home. Sometimes I just want to be alone. I like being alone. At least, I used to feel that way. But now I think I’d rather talk to you than be alone all the time.

I don’t know why that is. You shouldn’t talk about anything you don’t want to talk about, Haru. But if you do want to talk about things that aren’t very fun to talk about, that’s OK by me, too. I don’t know if I’m being very clear.



July 11 (Thursday) Haru Takeuchi

Thanks. The moon was really clear last night, wasn’t it! I went out on our balcony with this notebook and read what you wrote. And then I just started crying. I’ll write about it next time, promise.




July 13 (Saturday) Shin’ichi Misaki

Tanaka had the best question of all time today, don’t you think? I had to write it down in my notebook right away so I could get it exactly right: ‘If the bathroom that is closest to our classroom is full, would it be acceptable to use one of the bathrooms on a different floor?’

The teacher’s reply was also magnificent: ‘A very good question. To the extent possible, it is preferable that you use the bathroom closest to the classroom. However, when that bathroom is full, you may certainly use one of the bathrooms on a different floor.’

He could just say, ‘That’s fine.’



July 14 (Sunday) Haru Takeuchi

The moment he asked that question, I whirled around in my seat to look at you, but you were writing something. I thought you had completely missed it – I didn’t realize you were getting it down on paper!

I think I’ve become a bad person since I met you. You have to tell me if I say anything terrible. And also, I was glad I got to talk to you at the park today.



July 15 (Monday) Shin’ichi Misaki

When you got on my bicycle with me and we just rode as far away from the neighborhood and the school as possible, I was thinking I’m the one who has become a juvenile delinquent because I met you! What was that song you were humming? I was only pretending that I knew it. But I think maybe I’ve heard it somewhere before?



July 16 (Tuesday) Haru Takeuchi

‘Yesterday Once More’. It’s an old song by a group called the Carpenters. My father had it on a record and used to play it all the time.



July 18 (Thursday) Shin’ichi Misaki

My mom bought it on a CD for me, and now I’ve listened to it a million times. I’m always going to think of you, Haru, when I hear it. Hey, I’m calling you ‘Haru’ now, but in my head I’m still calling you ‘Haru Takeuchi.’



July 19 (Friday) Haru Takeuchi

That cracked me up. Glad to hear I’m still Haru Takeuchi to you. Don’t forget my name for the rest of your life, OK, even when you’re an old man. I’m glad you like the Carpenters. Now you have to tell me a song that you like, Shin’ichi.



July 20 (Saturday) Shin’ichi Misaki

Do you know the Beatles? Last Sunday, they were playing ‘Yesterday’ by the Beatles on the radio, and now it’s my new favorite song. Well, enough about yesterday – maybe tomorrow we can meet.




July 21 (Sunday) Haru Takeuchi

We sure do like songs about yesterday. There is something kind about both of them. The summer break is starting soon, so what are we going to do about it?



July 22 (Monday) Shin’ichi Misaki

It was a beautiful, sunny day today, and a truly miserable day all at the same time. I was miserable that you found out my secret, but to be honest, it was kind of a relief. If you don’t like me after this, there’s nothing I can do. Nobody would blame you. So if this is the end of our shared diary, so be it. But I will never forgive the kid who called me Barfy Misaki. Here is the honest truth about what happened. In fourth grade, I started feeling sick one day when we were having gym class at the pool, and I threw up right after we got back to our classroom. All I could see was the classroom floor, obviously, but I could hear all of the desks and chairs screeching across the floor as everyone slid away from me, and all of their ‘Ew!’ and ‘Gross!’ and ‘Ahh!’s, and then I had tears falling down my face. The next day they started calling me Barfy Misaki, and it got so bad that I couldn’t go back to school anymore. I stayed at home drawing pictures. My mom bought a bunch of picture books for me, and whenever I looked at them I seemed to forget about all of the bad stuff. And I started to think that I wanted to make books of my own when I grew up. Once I decided that I was going to become an author of children’s books, I was able to go back to school. I mean, it didn’t really matter what the other kids thought. That’s why I don’t talk to the others very much. I think the kid who told you my secret did it because he likes you. Which makes what he did even worse. And to do something like that right before summer vacation . . .



July 23 (Tuesday) Haru Takeuchi

Thanks for telling me something that you didn’t want to talk about.

I don’t see what’s so unusual about throwing up when you feel sick. I must get sick and throw up at least twice a year. The only difference between us is the fact that you did it at school instead of at home. But if I tell him that, then I’ll become Barfy Takeuchi, I guess. He is the most boring kid I’ve ever met. Everything that comes out of his mouth when he talks is like verbal vomit. But the good news is, even though I know it was tough for you, the time that you were away from school was what you needed to figure out what you want to do with your life. If you make picture books and I make picture books, we’re gonna be rivals.

So what are we doing over summer vacation?



July 24 (Wednesday) Shin’ichi Misaki

Summer vacation is finally here. There is one thing I absolutely have to do. On TV they said that a meteor shower is coming, and there won’t be another one for 31 years. I want to see it, but my parents said no because I would have to get up in the middle of the night.

Can I put our diary in your mailbox from now on?




July 25 (Thursday) Haru Takeuchi

Did somebody say ‘meteor shower’? I want to see it, too! We need to slip out of our houses after everyone is asleep. We can’t wait 31 years for the next one.

I suppose you could put it in my mailbox, but why don’t we just set a time to meet at the park? Does this mean I can put it in your mailbox?



July 26 (Friday) Shin’ichi Misaki

Of course. So let’s say that we’re going to meet every day at 5pm at the park with the pumping station. If you’re not there, I might go home, or I might hang out for a while. Even if we only meet once every other day, it’ll be worth it!



July 29 (Monday) Haru Takeuchi

That should work. On the days when I have my summer classes, I can swing by the park on my way. The meteor shower is happening soon, right? When is it?!?



July 30 (Tuesday) Shin’ichi Misaki

The meteor shower hits on August 8. Midnight is supposed to be the peak. Do you want to meet at the park for it? A river embankment seems like it would be a good place to see it.




August 1 (Thursday) Haru Takeuchi

I can’t wait. I’m a little nervous about this. If I get caught, I’m going to be in a world of trouble. You know, adults always say that you should stay inside at night because it’s dangerous out there, but what are we supposed to do if life at home is dangerous? Sometimes the most dangerous person is inside the house, right?



August 3 (Saturday) Shin’ichi Misaki

Yeah. There are people who raise tigers in their houses, or people who build waterfalls inside them. Is your home dangerous?



August 5 (Monday) Haru Takeuchi

Nobody’s raising a tiger, but my house is pretty dangerous. We have a demon living with us.



August 6 (Tuesday) Shin’ichi Misaki

A demon? That’s scary. I guess you really are safer outside. Lately, I’ve been investigating what time my parents are in bed and definitely asleep. They’re usually out cold by 11. (I’m exhausted from staying up late to figure this out. I pretend to go to the bathroom and then I call out to see if anyone responds.) So let’s say that we’ll meet at the park with the pumping station at 11:30. Or I could swing by and pick you up on my bike.




August 7 (Wednesday) Haru Takeuchi

Thanks, but I’m like a one-minute walk from the pumping station. I think I’ll make it! I’ll see you tomorrow night! Hey, a meteor shower is basically falling stars – have you thought about what you’re going to wish for? I have a long list, but I’m hoping to narrow it down today.



August 9 (Friday) Shin’ichi Misaki

I had no idea we would see so many falling stars – it was one after another! I’m glad our plan worked out and we were able to see them together. I panicked a little when that dog started barking at us. It was great that when we went down to the riverbank there were a bunch of adults there – we just kind of blended in. But part of me thinks that we saw too many falling stars. I started getting scared by the end there!

I did enjoy hearing you go ‘Oh – !’ every time a star flashed past and you missed your chance to make a wish on it. I was able to wish on the very first two we saw: ‘I want to make picture books when I grow up’ and ‘Ditto for Haru!’ After that, I just watched them fall and fall and slowly freaked out. With that many things falling, some of them are bound to hit Earth. Maybe they did, somewhere?




August 10 (Saturday) Haru Takeuchi

The falling stars were amazing! Thank you!

I don’t know if ‘Ditto for Haru!’ is enough to work, but some of them did streak by pretty quickly, so I appreciate the effort. I’m so glad I got to see them with you. I’m not going to forget that as long as I live. I drew a picture of it on the next page.

Oh, and here’s a list of what I wished for:

[image: ] to make picture books when I grow up

[image: ] that Shin’ichi Misaki never forgets me

[image: ] that my mother can live a peaceful life

[image: ] that I can do a pullover on the horizontal bar

[image: ] that Shin’ichi Misaki will take his job of crafting lines for my tyrannosaurus drawings a little more seriously

[image: ] that Tanaka will stop asking painfully obvious questions (mainly because, thanks to Shin’ichi Misaki, I lose it every time)

[image: ] that my teacher will stop giving painfully obvious answers to painfully obvious questions (same reason)

[image: ] that the demon will leave our house and leave us alone




August 12 (Monday) Shin’ichi Misaki

Your drawing of the shooting stars is amazing! That’s me looking up at them, right? I don’t think I’ll ever forget them, either. My parents don’t suspect a thing – it was the perfect crime.

If Tanaka was watching the shooting stars, what kinds of questions would he ask?

He might start with, ‘Do we think of them as “shooting stars” because they are stars shooting across the sky?’

Or maybe it would be more like, ‘I’m trying to keep my eyes peeled, but do you think it would be OK if I blink from time to time?’

When you say you wished for the demon to leave your house and leave you alone . . . is there really a demon living with you? Or is that one of your stories?

P. S. We’re leaving town tomorrow to go spend a week at my grandma’s, so I won’t be able to meet you at the park. But I’ll bring you something good!



August 16 (Friday) Haru Takeuchi

We’ve never let so many days go by without writing something in our diary. I’ve spent the last few days trying to figure out what I should write. I really am living with a demon in my life. Actually, we moved to this town because we were fleeing him. The demon shouts at my mom and hits her. He doesn’t stop no matter how much we beg. His face is red, and he smells of alcohol. At my old school my teacher praised a drawing of mine, and I brought it home and left it on the table to show my mom in the morning. I woke up in the middle of the night to the sound of my mom fighting with the demon. My mother always just took it, so I was terrified to hear her shouting back at him in her sobbing voice. I curled up in a ball under my blankets and fell asleep with my hands pressed over my ears. The next morning, when I woke up, my mother was there, looking exhausted. ‘Haru, I’m so sorry,’ she said. The picture I had left on the table had a blurry ring-shaped stain on it. The demon had set his drink on it. It was horrible to see what he did to the picture I worked so hard on, but my mom, who was still crying, started dabbing at the stain with a tissue, and even though it didn’t completely come out, it looked a lot better when she was done with it. What was really horrible was the fact that my mother, who never fought about anything, had gone to war with the demon to keep him from damaging it further. I wanted to tell her I was sorry. It was because of me that the demon had roughed her up.

So that’s why my mother and I fled from the demon one night. I left all of my friends behind without saying a word. We came to live here with the help of some of my mother’s relatives, but it didn’t take long for the demon to find us, and now he’s with us again. I always think about what things would be like if my father was still alive, and I start to cry. But I can’t ever let my mother see me cry, so I only do it at night with the covers pulled up over my head. I’m actually pretty strong that way.



I always imagine life without the demon.

Our notebook was really helpful that way. You always wrote the lines for the pictures I drew, and I always wrote the lines for the pictures you drew. The two of us were always thinking together about how to keep the story going. Our diary is the same way. It’s why I’m able to think about a world without the demon. He disappears whenever I write back and forth with you, so it can happen in real life as well, can’t it? I want to grow up quickly so that I can protect my mom.

We want to run away from the demon again, but I guess we don’t have the money to do it. I overheard my mother talking on the phone to some woman that we’re related to. Running away at night is expensive! And if we really do move away, that means that I’m heading to a new school again. You’re the first friend I’ve ever had, so I’m afraid to move away from you. So that’s the reason I came to be at your school. I’m sorry it’s such a depressing story.

I should probably rip out this page and tear it up. Maybe all that I’m doing is making you upset. Aargh, I just want to see you and talk to you in person. All I can do is draw a picture and wait. Think of some good lines for my drawings. We’re going to become picture-book authors – Misaki and Takeuchi – and help my mom.




August 21 (Wednesday) Shin’ichi Misaki

I have no idea what to say. Thanks for telling me something that must be so hard to write. When you were telling me that ‘sometimes the most dangerous person is inside the house,’ I’m sorry I didn’t understand how awful things are for you and talked about dumb stuff like tigers and waterfalls. I’m kind of ashamed of myself.

But I’ll protect you, Haru. I’m not afraid of demons. We have an aluminum bat at home that my father uses when he plays baseball ‘with the guys.’ I’m not afraid to use it on the demon in your house if I have to. I’m really not. After I read what you wrote, I started doing pushups. Just wait a bit more. Your mother is really nice. And you haven’t done anything wrong. It makes me want to scream that he used your drawing as a coaster. He shouldn’t do that to anyone’s drawings, but definitely not yours. I’m going to help out, so just hang on a little longer.

P.S. A picture of a shrine, a picture of the sunset, a picture of the ocean, and I guess the last one is of you and me?

The shrine is the one that we went to, right? And the red glow in the sky right after the sun has set looks like our park. We’ve been saying we want to go to the ocean together. Let’s do it. All of the pictures are great. Now I can see that I’m not the artist you are, not right now, anyway. Now I can see that nobody draws like Haru.




August 25 (Sunday) Haru Takeuchi

Aw, thanks. I read this over and over again. I’d love to have you take down my demon if it wasn’t so dangerous. Thanks for offering.

You got it! Riding our bikes out to the shrine (I think we left our school district!) is one of my favorite memories. And that is the sunset at our park. Let’s definitely go to the ocean someday. And the final drawing is you and me, Shin’ichi and Haru. Two human beings. Humans are strong, right? In every story, they always beat the demons, right? OK, maybe not in every story, but they usually beat the demons, right?



August 26 (Monday) Shin’ichi Misaki

Humans are strong. Demons generally appear in stories so that they can be defeated by the humans. Even if there is a story in which the demons win, it’s probably only because the story hasn’t been finished. So let’s get him. I’m up to fifty pushups as of today. I can protect you, Haru.



August 31 (Saturday) Shin’ichi Misaki

For three days in a row I’ve gone to our park and waited until the sun disappeared out of sight and everything turned completely dark. I just had to see it for myself. I’m worried about you, Haru. I want to see you soon.




September 1 (Sunday) Shin’ichi Misaki

There wasn’t a speech bubble drawn in on the shrine picture, so I forgot to come up with dialogue for it. Here’s what I’ve written for it: ‘If it’s Haru Takeuchi doing the wishing, we will grant anything she wants. We are way better than shooting stars when it comes to that.’

For the sunset, I wrote, ‘I made it extra red so that the two of you won’t forget meeting here.’

And for the ocean, ‘You think you’re fun?! I’m way more fun!’

And for the two humans, ‘We are friends forever and ever.’ Should I have tried harder with that one?



September 7 (Saturday) Shin’ichi Misaki

I started wearing a sweater today. It’s a black v-neck sweater. It’s part of our school uniform so everyone is wearing the same thing. I think it would look good on you, Haru.

Yeah. About that. Where to begin.

Today we had a school assembly. Everybody was asked to gather in the gym. The principal told everyone a really strange, awful story. It wasn’t his story to tell – it belonged to us – but he just went ahead and told it anyway, the jerk. The girls in our class started crying. Tanaka started crying before he could ask any questions. He didn’t even have a chance to say, ‘Are these what are known as “tears”?’ Even our teacher was crying. I didn’t cry. That’s right – I’m not crying. Because I don’t think the story that the principal was telling was any good. If he wanted to tell a good story, he would have to read our notebook. If it’s not a story told by Haru and Shin’ichi together, it’s not going to be very good. That’s what I learned today.

We can’t leave our story in the hands of people like that. Listen, people. I write the lines for the pictures Haru draws, and Haru writes the lines for the pictures I draw. We are the only two who can complete the story. Whatever story everyone at school wants to tell is a lie. Right? I know that you’re with me.



Another September, Shin’ichi Misaki

After school, you put on my cap for fun and strut around the classroom. ‘Give it back, Haru!’ I shout, and stretch out my hand like I’m trying to get it back, but I’m not really trying. I’m actually kind of hoping that you’ll wear it forever. The late-afternoon fall sunlight, not nearly as strong as it was in summer, shimmers on your white socks. The sound of your laughter echoes in my ears. The best artist in the school is my friend and collaborator Haru Takeuchi.

You say, just like you did in our diary, ‘Don’t forget me now.’ How would I forget you? It’s not like you’re forgettable. Of course I’m not going to forget you. The two of us are going to finally go to the ocean. I’m going to become a picture-book author. You’re going to become a picture-book author. We’re going to continue drawing out our story together. The story won’t have an ending.



Our shared diary came to an end that day, thirty years ago, but that doesn’t mean that there wasn’t something special between us. I didn’t become a picture-book author, but I do make a living as a creator of stories. Her energy, her presence, animates everything I do. She was my friend, and I am still trying to surpass her after all this time.

And now, thirty-some years later, the meteor shower that I saw with her so long ago is visible in Japan once again.

That summer day, we promised each other that we would find a way to go out and see it in the middle of the night together. And this summer I am fulfilling an easy promise to her, to never forget her, by turning this story into a book. But the story doesn’t end here. As long as one of us still lives – no, even after both of us are gone from this world – this story will have no end.

Perhaps she is living peacefully somewhere, drawing her picture books in a lovely town with a view of the sea.

When this book appears in the bookstores, I will have hit the road. Somewhere in the world, perhaps in a bookstore, perhaps on a shelf somewhere, there must exist a book that she wrote. Or a book she wanted to write. I want to find it. I want to read it.

Note: In the last picture, the one of the ocean, only a boy appears. The girl hopes that at some point a dear friend will draw her into the scene. Haru Ocean Misaki








[image: An illustration of a man sitting with a text box ‘The Eighth Night’ in uppercase.]



[image: A person is watching two books on a table while holding a briefcase.]

There was this one book that had a photo of my face on the cover. I was discombobulated the moment I discovered it at the bookstore – what on earth?!?

I began flipping through it, my hands trembling. There was my address. And my phone number. And the passwords to my social media accounts.

[image: An illustration of a man reading a book, with a boy’s face on the book.]



The name of my first girlfriend. Secrets about myself that I had never told anyone. It was all in there.

[image: An illustration of a boy reading a book; the boy’s half-face is shown.]

I staggered away, trembling in fear.

[image: An illustration of two-story houses with a staircase and a bush, and another building beside it.]

But the real terror came three months later.



The book had been in print for three whole months.

And absolutely nothing about my life had changed because of it.

[image: A boy is reading a paper with a bag, books, and trash on the floor. One coat and a frame are hanging on the wall.]



[image: An illustration of a book on the table and a label with the text ‘300,000,000 Yen’.]

There was this one book that was selling for three million dollars.

Even though it seemed to be a perfectly ordinary book.

[image: A boy is reading a book on the ground in front of a labeled table.]

The book told all about my life up to this point.

And it also contained instructions on how to deal with me.



The most interesting thing about the book was probably the fact that I was attached to it by a long bookmark.

I was included in the price of the book.


[image: An illustration of a man reading a book. A rope is attached to a book from a boy’s shoulder.]


[image: An illustration of a boy sitting in front of a table with a book. A rope is attached to the book from his shoulder.]


Actually, there’s a sale on right now, and the price has been knocked down to thirty thousand dollars.






[image: A surgical theatre with a central surgeon with a tray, an assistant with tools, a cameraman filming, a light basin, and a workspace.]

There was this one book that was discovered at an archaeological dig. It had been placed inside the mouth of a dead person who had been laid in a tomb.

[image: An illustration of a book on a tray, with a few tools behind it.]

It was just a little over an inch square, and scholars were naturally interested in the contents of the tiny book.



[image: An illustration of a puzzle with pottery infographics; an arrow points to the completed puzzle.]

But the investigation revealed that it was a sort of ancient catalog of goods available for sale at the market.

[image: An illustration of three people watching a few books on the table.]

It is said that scholars are now hard at work trying to figure out why this would have been placed in the mouth of the dead person.



[image: An illustration of a wood fire with smog from it.]

There was this one book, but now there isn’t. Because I have destroyed every single copy of it.

[image: A hooded figure with a sword is looking at a man lying on the ground, with a bag and a wood fire.]

I have devoted my life to hunting down copies of the book, stealing them from the owners, and getting rid of them.



I have just burned the last remaining copy. Once I have disappeared from the face of the earth, there will be no proof that the book ever existed.

[image: An illustration of an older woman standing in front of a wood fire.]

[image: An illustration depicts a sequence of actions by a mystique figure with a book.]



Follow for extended description

But now I’ve just had an unexpected thought.

I spent my life obsessed with this book. I did so many things to eliminate it. Perhaps I should write a book about my experiences.

[image: A hooded figure is looking at a map on a wall. A sword and a helmet are on the floor.]

At the very end of everything, I can ruin everything I have spent my life trying to achieve.



[image: An illustration of an older man wearing a mystique costume or a robe with a chain as a locket in front of a deer and a tree.]

For some reason, this idea is incredibly appealing to me.

I’m kind of torn.

[image: An illustration of an old bearded man wearing a robe with a chain as a locket, standing in front of a wood fire.]

[image: An illustration of many people doing regular work.]



Follow for extended description






[image: An illustration of a person sitting on a stool next to text that reads ‘The Ninth Night’.]



There was this one book called Getting Over Zombiephobia.

On the very first page, it said, ‘Don’t worry! Once you have turned into a zombie, zombies aren’t very scary anymore. In fact, you will probably actually start to like zombies.’

As I flipped through the book, I found all kinds of useful advice on how to prepare oneself for life as a zombie.


	1) There is no need to panic if you don’t immediately start moaning like a zombie the moment you’ve first been bitten by one. Your zombie voice will develop over time, so you simply have to be patient.

	2) If you walk very quickly toward them, the humans will lose their motivation to flee. Let’s pursue them at a moderate pace.

	3) When you enter people’s houses, you really don’t need to take your shoes off anymore.

	4) Even if you are very polite and say something like, ‘I wish we could have met under happier circumstances. Would you mind terribly if I take a teensy bite out of you?’ all that the human is going to hear is, ‘Mrrrraaaaaaaaa, grawwwwww-grrrrrrrrraaaawwww mwwwwaaaaaa.’ It isn’t worth your time.

	5) You can bite a human’s neck if that is most convenient, but you shouldn’t just hang around sucking the blood out. You’re not Dracula.

	6) Pro-tip: If you are chasing a human through the neighborhood and they suddenly disappear from view, you can often find them hiding underneath a parked car.

	7) You must never gaze up at the moon and howl. The werewolves have exclusive rights to that.

	8) If the humans are racing to close the window sash, let’s be sure to stick a limb in there to jam it open.

	9) If there is a group of boys playing a game of pick-up baseball in a park along the river, and the ball comes flying your way and rolls to a stop right in front of your feet, they are very likely to say, ‘Hey, mister, can you throw our ball back?’ Absolutely not.

	10) When an old friend calls out to you from behind, using your name from when you were a human, wait until they catch up to you and put a hand on your shoulder before turning around.

	There was another book by the same author, Getting Over Ghostaphobia, but there didn’t seem to be any reason to read it.



There was this one book that liked to hide bookmarks. I lost three of my favorite bookmarks to it, one after another. It also hid fifty dollars that my mother had stashed away in it. ‘Oh, come on,’ Mom said, grabbing the book by the spine and holding it so the pages faced down. She shook it up and down, and sure enough, her fifty-dollar bill and my three bookmarks fluttered out. She gave the cover a couple of thwacks, and out came a photo of my mother and father, taken when they were young. In the photo, my father was wearing a hat like one a magician pulls a rabbit out of. ‘Is this where it went,’ my mother said softly, her lips curling into a smile.



There was this one book of which there were only eight copies in the world. According to legend, if you gathered all eight copies together in the same place, you would gain what you most wished for. A bird brought the first copy to me. The second copy I was able to get online from an auction site. The third copy I found at a used bookstore. ‘Why don’t you take this one, too,’ the bookstore owner said, and gave me the fourth copy for free. I’m going to skip what happened to the fifth copy and come back to it. The sixth copy was on my father’s bookshelf. I found the seventh copy set outside with the paper recycling in my own neighborhood on trash day. I defeated the final boss to claim the eighth copy.

About that fifth copy. It’s a long story, but it kind of fell into the campfire and went up in smoke. And so I couldn’t gather all eight copies in the same place. But then it occurred to me that if I threw the other seven copies into the same campfire, they would all be together somewhere. Maybe not here, but somewhere.

It seemed like the only way to get back that fifth copy I needed to make my wish come true. So I threw the seven books I still had into the fire. At that very moment, the fifth copy fell out of the sky. It had worked, exactly as I had wished! A great success! I had the fifth copy in hand again! And now I just needed to put it with the other seven copies and . . .

Oh, darn.



There was this one book that was not to be placed on the shelf at the library. If you put it on the library shelf, the ground underneath would start rumbling, and the giant bookshelf would split down the middle, and another giant bookshelf bathed in light would rise up out of the gap, and then this new bookshelf would also split down the middle, and a flight deck would rise out of it, and the entire library would lift off into space.



There was This One Book – but was it really?

It claimed that it was This One Book, but there was something off about it.

I waited for it to let down its guard, and then I called out, ‘Hey, The Other Book!’

‘Yes?’ it said, turning around to face me.

A-ha! It claimed to be This One Book, but it was very likely The Other Book!



There was this one book that was pure white.

My mother pressed it up against her black kimono.

I was in preschool the first time I saw the book. Inside the white book were photos of me as a baby and on a preschool outing, together with a number of photos of me with my parents at the sea. Next to each photo were captions written in my father’s handwriting – not that I could read them just yet. I was also too young to read the title printed on the white cover of the book.

‘May I have your attention,’ the MC said, and the lights in the event hall slowly dimmed as a large screen lowered into place.

The guests set down their silverware and glasses and turned to face the screen. On its dark surface, ‘April 8, 2009’ appeared in white letters. I figured it must be footage that had been taken ten years earlier, but I hadn’t heard anything about it. I made eye contact with my groom, sitting next to me like he was born to play the part, but he only nodded at me.

The screen was filled with light. My mother’s voice enthusiastically counted down in the video: ‘Three, two, one, action!’



On the rooftop of some building, my father sat in a folding chair in a tuxedo. Behind him, the dazzling blue sky spread out in every direction. He was thinner than I remembered him being. Oh, this must be the roof of the hospital where he spent his last days.

‘Aiko, congratulations on your wedding,’ my father said, in the video.

My mother was the one filming him; I could hear her laugh. Now, ten years after this was filmed, my mother in the present was already crying.

My father was flipping through the white book, pausing to say things such as ‘Here’s Aiko right after she was born . . .’ and ‘Here she is in junior high already – that was fast . . .’

‘I’m speaking these words in 2009, and I don’t know how many years in the future Aiko will be watching this, but it was my dream to be at her wedding, so I am making this video now.’ The wind on the rooftop rustled the camera’s mic as my father spoke. ‘Of course, if she gets married next year and I’m still around, I’ll just destroy this recording and show up in person.’



‘I hope she doesn’t get married next year, because she’ll still only be in high school,’ my mother interjected with a laugh from behind the camera.

‘Ah, you’re right,’ my father agreed. ‘You know, Aiko, when I was thirty-eight I started learning to play the trumpet. When I told people why, they all laughed at me. I did it because, of course, I wanted to play it at my daughter’s wedding. They all said, ‘You don’t have a daughter. You don’t even have a girlfriend!’ This was before I met your mother. But, Aiko, your old man was dead serious. I was drinking by myself, thinking, someday I’m going to find myself a partner, have a baby girl, and what am I going to say at her wedding, and I thought, I’m gonna play the trumpet, that’s what I’ll do. But if I don’t start practicing now, I’m not going to be good enough in time for the wedding. So you see, Aiko, your father’s been thinking about you since before you were born.’

‘This is a deep speech,’ my mother said in the video, laughing again and handing my father the trumpet.

‘Hon, take a photo of me here. And then you can paste that into this book as well,’ my father told her.



‘OK, this is for you,’ he said, pulling himself to his feet. And then he played ‘The Rose’.

It was brilliant from the first note. His trumpeting cut through the sound of my mother’s laughter, and the wind on the rooftop, and the murmur at the wedding reception. My father was here with us. Everyone watched him playing there where he was. It was a short performance, only three minutes, but when it was over everyone in the hall applauded enthusiastically.

My father spoke again. ‘Aiko, your father will always be with you, wherever you may go. I am wishing you every happiness in your married life.’

And now I am with my father, wherever he has gone.

My mother is wearing a black kimono, and crying as she holds the pure-white book up in both hands, like a trophy. The first time I saw it, I couldn’t read the title. Now I can: My Life. From way back then, even before then, my father was looking at the world from my perspective.

Perhaps My Life was my father’s life.

I remember my father’s hands – how warm they were, and how big.



[image: A view of a room with a window, curtains, a table, a photo frame on the wall, and books.]






[image: An illustration of a person sitting on a stool next to text that reads ‘The Tenth Night’.]



[image: An illustration of a book with a few lines coming from it.]

There was this one book that came flying right at my head.

[image: An illustration of a person trying to catch the book with a hatchet on his shoulder.]

I didn’t have any time to react, so I took it right on the noggin.



It knocked me out cold.

[image: An illustration of a person lying on a floor with a hatchet, and one book is present beside him.]



[image: An illustration of a book with a label on it.]

How long was I lying there? When I came to, I had become the book.

[image: An illustration of a person with a hatchet on his shoulder, a hand on his head, and a book on his back.]

Next to me was my human self, woozily coming to and rubbing his head. I realized with a start that the book and I had exchanged bodies when we collided.



The former me seemed to realize what had happened as well. He glanced back at me where I lay, and then headed off somewhere.

[image: An illustration of a person walking beside a wall and watching a book behind him on the floor.]



[image: An illustration of a book with a thinking bubble. The thinking bubble has eyes, a nose, and a mouth.]

There were two things that surprised me about all this. One was that books are conscious beings just like we are.

The other was how unexpectedly calm I was about it, even though I had been turned into a book and couldn’t move anywhere.

[image: An illustration of a cat and a book with a thinking bulb from a book.]

Sure, there were various things I was worried about, but at the same time, I felt almost nostalgic about being a book.



[image: An illustration depicts one window, and little folks gaze at a solitary book. The bustling street hums with life.]

Was it possible that I had started life as a book? I began to convince myself this must be the case.

At some point, on a whim, I must have thought, what would it be like to be human, even for a little bit?

[image: An illustration of a boy watching his hands.]

For as long as I could remember, I had been anxious about my life, as though I wasn’t what I was supposed to be, as though I wasn’t where I belonged.

Perhaps I had felt that way because I hadn’t started out as a human.

And now at last I had returned to my real self.



[image: An illustration of a girl carrying a book and a handbag on her right shoulder.]

As I was thinking this, idly staring up at the sky (because where else was there to look?), someone came along and picked me up where I had fallen on the sidewalk.

The person flipped through my pages, and noticed a sticker on my spine.

[image: An illustration of a short-haired person carrying a bag and walking past a small automated machine.]

She took me to a book return for the local library, not too far from where she had found me, dropped me in the bin, and then headed off somewhere.

I was a library book, how about that.



[image: An illustration of a lady carrying a book trolley surrounded by bookshelves in a library.]

The next morning, a librarian came to retrieve me. She looked at the sticker on my spine and brought me to the shelf where I was supposed to be.

[image: An illustration of a hand picking up a book from a bookshelf in the second row.]

In a building bursting with books.

In a room bursting with books.

On a shelf bursting with books.

She slid me into an open spot toward the end.



[image: An illustration of three bookshelves with four rows.]

Once the librarian had left and there were no humans in the room, the assembled books called out to me in one voice, ‘Welcome back!’

[image: An illustration of a bookshelf, with five books visible.]

I was utterly relieved.

That’s right, that’s right.

I belong here, here.

My rectangular self fit snugly into the rectangular opening on the shelf.



At the end of a long, long journey, at last, I had come home.

As all of my memories of this place came flooding back to me, I suddenly felt very tired. As I faded out, I replied in my tiny voice,

‘I’m home.’

[image: An illustration of books. Many books surround one book; some are closed, some are open.]



[image: An illustration of a girl standing in front of a bookshelf.]






[image: An illustration of a person sitting on a stool next to text that reads ‘The Eleventh Night’.]



There was this one book that could only be read in dreams. I read it in a dream I had the evening before I was going to start at my new school.

The title was How to Make New Friends. I opened the book to find the main character trembling in the corner of the classroom, wondering how she could possibly make any friends.

‘It’s quite easy!’ a voice said out of the blue.

‘Oh, tell me,’ the main character thought inside her head.

‘Well,’ the voice said –

– and then I woke up.



In the end, I had to go off to my new school without ever reading how to make new friends. I trembled in the corner of the classroom. What did I have to do to become friends with my new classmates? If only I had been able to read that book in my dream. Just a little bit more. Maybe I should try to nod off right here and now. Naw, I can’t go sleeping at school. I could try listening for the voice, but it’s a voice inside a book; how can I hear it unless I’m in the book? I started losing track of the difference between the world of the book and reality. And that seemed so silly that I started laughing to myself.

‘What are you laughing at?’ one of my new classmates asked me, with a smile. That was how our friendship began. And that night, I was able to read the book in my dream to see how it continued.

‘Well,’ the voice said to the main character, ‘it’s actually quite easy. If you have a smile on your face, someone will want to talk to you.’

I had finally managed to read the bit I most wanted to read. Relieved, I fell asleep inside my dream.



There was this one book that had a demon trapped inside. And so, over time, it had been covered with paper charms to keep him there. But I was sick of this life, so I peeled off all of the protective charms. I knew whatever the demon did, it wouldn’t be pretty. He might very well cause the entire world to fall into ruin. But I was just so tired of it all, I didn’t care.

Sure enough, the demon emerged from the book. He was even larger than I had imagined. I was sure to be the first thing he would devour after such a long confinement. He loomed over me and said, ‘I thank you, my friend. I can’t tell you how terribly boring it was being trapped in that book for such a long time. I will never forget the kindness you have shown me.’ He was more polite than I had expected him to be.

I had to ask. ‘Aren’t you supposed to be scary? You’re a demon, after all.’

The demon laughed and shook his head. ‘Oh, dear. That old story. I was so young then, so young.’



There was this one book that introduced robots from around the world. The book was written by a robot, a very serious one named PROFESSOR BOOK-1400. The professor had written the book for other robots, and in fact, the book itself was robotic. If ever a war broke out between the humans and the robots and things started to look bleak for the robots, they could gather together 1400 copies of the book, which would combine to create a giant robot. The giant robot would be a powerful secret weapon in the fight against the humans. They would never see it coming.

Except that the very serious robot professor laid out exactly how it would all work in the introduction to the book. So the humans already knew all about it.



There was this one book that floated up into the air one morning. It had been sitting there on the table, and for some reason it wobbled up into the air. I placed my hand on the book and pressed it down to the table, but it floated back up, like it was attached to an invisible balloon.

The next day, it was floating a little higher off the table. And with each day that passed, it floated a little higher and a little higher. Well, I wasn’t about to let a book that I hadn’t finished reading float off into space, so one day I grabbed on to it. And then I started floating up with the book. It slid across the ceiling and out an open window. Finding me floating above her garden, my mother grabbed on to my foot. And then my mother floated up with us. And so did my father, who had grabbed on to my mother’s foot.

This continued on for a number of days. Someone in the neighborhood grabbed my father’s foot, and then a police officer grabbed the neighbor’s foot, and then the baker grabbed the police officer’s foot.



One after another, people tried to pull down their relatives and friends, until eventually the whole town floated up into the sky. The book that I was holding on to floated up higher than any building in town, then higher than the mountains. The moment the very last person’s foot left the ground, a giant mole emerged from the earth chomping his giant maw. Anybody on the ground would have been devoured by the mole in a heartbeat . . . but the mole was shocked to see that no one was there. He was even more shocked to see that the entire population was floating above him in the sky and decided that, all things considered, it would be best to go back underground where he came from.

Once the mole was gone, the book I was holding got a little bit heavier, and started a slow descent. The townspeople all went back to their daily lives as though nothing out of the ordinary had happened. I offered my thanks to the book, and opened it up to the page where I had left off.



[image: A collection of books, notebooks, a kettle, and a cup.]

Follow for extended description






[image: An illustration of a person sitting on a stool next to text that reads ‘The Twelfth Night’.]



There was this one book with terrible reviews.

[image: An illustration of a book tied with a ribbon.]

It was because it was a story in which the hero loses.

[image: An illustration of two army men standing in front of military wreckage.]



But I was a child who couldn’t do anything right, not even the most basic things, so to me, this loser of a hero who failed at everything was a source of great comfort.

[image: An illustration of a person reading a book in his bed.]

[image: An illustration of two people walking between machinery wreckage and destroyed military equipment.]

I thought of him as a friend who would walk with me through the shambles of my life.

It really did feel as though the book had been written especially for me.



[image: An illustration of a kid holding books in their hand surrounded by boxes of books.]

Later on, when things had gotten a little better for me in various ways, I thought about that book.

[image: An illustration of a person working on a table surrounded by books.]

I wanted to know what the author had been thinking, to write a book like that.



[image: An illustration of a person talking on a phone, holding papers in his hand.]

I did a little digging, and learned something truly surprising.

The author had been in the military, and for a brief period of time, he had served in the same unit as my father.

[image: An illustration of a photograph with many army men, besides that, a notebook and a few papers are present.]



[image: An illustration of a military person writing on a paper while some luggage and guns are beside him.]

I was already having some tough times, and my father was worried about me until the very end. I’ve heard this from my mother any number of times.

[image: An illustration of three soldiers holding guns in a war field, surrounded by waste, wearing military costumes.]

It’s possible that on that battlefield where they could die at any moment my father talked about me with that soldier who was destined to become an author.



Both my father and the writer have passed on, so I don’t have any way of confirming this now.

[image: An illustration of a few person with luggage on their hands and shoulders, a few buildings and aeroplanes are visible.]

But maybe, just maybe, that man wrote his novel as a way of encouraging me, this boy he had never met.

[image: An illustration of two doctors discussing with one another, and two kids are playing on the floor.]

And without realizing that it had been written just for me, I happened upon it, and read it, and was saved by it.



If that’s the case, it means that this book written with one particular person in mind made its way across time and space and actually reached that one particular person.

[image: An illustration of a kid with spectacles writing on paper.]

[image: An illustration of one curly-haired kid reading a book.]

[image: An illustration of a curly-haired kid watching a scenic beauty. A chair is present beside him.]

Do miracles like that really happen?

Sure they do. It isn’t beyond the realm of possibility.

And then one more thing occurred to me:



Against all odds, I had actually received his message, despite the fact that the number of books in the world that are aimed at someone in particular but never reach that person must be as countless as the stars.

[image: An illustration of a boy reading a book standing above a pile of books.]



The real miracle is that people continue to make these things called books, and entrust their messages to them, even though it’s like putting a letter in a bottle and throwing it into the ocean,

[image: An illustration of three kids holding up their hands, with many books flying in a chain.]



believing in the vanishingly small, barely real possibility that it will somehow find its reader.



[image: An illustration of three children wearing school clothes. Two interact while standing by a table.]

[image: An illustration of five kids reading a book.]






[image: An illustration of a person sitting on a stool next to text that reads ‘The Thirteenth Night’.]



There was this one book that is still unborn. It is still being written, by a writer, in a quiet room, in a cramped old apartment, in a town where everyone else is sleeping. The book exists only in the mind of its creator. No one expects to see it anytime soon. There are even those who say, ‘It’s never going to be finished.’

And yet, someday, someone, somewhere, just might read that book and be tickled pink. Someone, somewhere, just might recommend it to a friend. Someone, somewhere, just might use it as a potholder. Someone, somewhere, just might say it is incredibly boring. No one can say for sure how it will be received. But the writer toils away, trying to give birth to this book and bring it into the world.






[image: ]






Epilogue


[image: An illustration of a hand picking up a book.]



There was this one book that had the names of two men on the cover. It had been published in a certain kingdom.

The second half of the book’s plot went a little something like this:



Having heard all of the stories about books from the two men, the king felt that he could die a happy man.

He said to his vassals, ‘There is simply nothing in the world like a book. Let’s take all of the stories about books that these two worthy men have painstakingly collected, and let’s compile them into a single volume.’

[image: An illustration of a man aided by one man kneeling on his right. On his left, a man and woman are standing next to the bed.]



The following month, the king passed away.



[image: An illustration of a king’s hall with seated people and guarded by white-robed soldiers with halberds in their hands.]

The stories that the two men had collected were compiled into a single volume, just as the king had decreed.

[image: A bearded man presents a box to two kneeling people, and guards stand with them.]

[image: An illustration of a man holding a report above his head. An illustration of a lady reading a report. An illustration of a man reading a report. A figure with brown hair, a satchel, and a report.]



But six months later, the kingdom was in a panic. A reporter had uncovered a terrible scandal.



[image: An illustration of a bald man resting his head on his hand at a wooden table.]

The two men who had supposedly traveled around the world for a year collecting stories about books . . . hadn’t gone anywhere.

[image: An illustration of a girl writing on paper.]



They had spent the money the king had given them for their travels having a very good time right here at home, and they had spent the year puttering around the house and making up all of the stories from scratch.

[image: A guard in uniform walks ahead, holding a rope that ties a man and a woman behind him.]

[image: A man and a woman stand before a judge at a desk.]



The two were arrested on two charges:

[image: ] improper use of travel funding, and

[image: ] lying to the king



In court they were found guilty. ‘Do you have anything to say for yourselves before this court is adjourned?’ the judge asked. The two men thought about this for a moment, then replied in unison,






[image: ]

The End




[image: An illustration of two people standing together, and their heads are down.]

‘There was this one book . . .’
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Extended image description for Figure 1

[image: ]

In the upper left, two hooded figures stand alongside a bearded wizard-like character, who gestures toward a third cloaked individual, suggesting guidance or instruction. Below, a distressed figure kneels beside a baby lying on the ground, possibly indicating a protective or caretaking relationship. In the middle-right, a small figure armed with a sword confronts a fierce-looking warrior wielding an axe and a trident, highlighting the conflict. At the bottom, a detailed illustration of an open book anchors the composition, while fragmented text snippets appear on the right side of the page.

Navigate back to the page.




Extended image description for Figure 2

[image: ]

In this illustration, in the leftmost corner, one bald older adult is reading a book on a table with a lamp beside him. On the right, one woman is reading a book on a bench. Below it, one person is reading a book on a regular vehicle. On the left, someone is reading a book in bed. Below it, one person is reading a book on a bench. On the right, a kid is reading a book, and a teddy is beside it.

Navigate back to the page.




Extended image description for Figure 3

[image: ]

A collection of many objects, like one book, one book with a gun, a kettle, a notebook with a cup infographic, a cup book, a wrapped book, and a hand touching one book. A collection of books, a notebook, a kettle, a cup.

Navigate back to the page.
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