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				1

				How Can My Manager Be So Stupid?

			
			Fed up to the back teeth with Manager Yamamoto’s meandering story, I suddenly remembered I was close to my period.

			I had been on edge since I had woken up this morning, and it took forever just to crawl out of bed. Groaning in pain, I’d somehow managed to pull myself out from under the covers and stumble into the bathroom. There, staring back at me in the mirror, was the bloated, haggard face of a monster.

			And to think, just hours before that, everything had been so incredibly fun. I had gone to Miharu, my dad’s small restaurant in Kagurazaka, with a few friends from my university days, where we had drunk late into the night. Little did I know that I was setting myself up to suffer from terrible swelling and a debilitating headache.

			“What’s wrong? Kyoko Tanihara? Are you listening?”

			There I was, massaging my forehead to absolutely no effect, when Yamamoto directed that question my way. For whatever reason, he had a habit of addressing his staff by their full names. Maybe he thought it was funny.

			If you haven’t guessed already, Musashino Books’ Kichijoji branch was home to a famously incompetent manager, our very own Takeru Yamamoto. The name might call to mind the legendary prince Yamato Takeru, but our fearless leader wasn’t anywhere near as heroic, his standout quality being a mere foppish smile that scored full marks for getting right under your skin.

			He was reasonably well liked among the part-time staff, seen as relatively lenient as far as managers went. Rumor had it he would be turning forty this year. Of course, I could hardly care less about whether he was turning forty or thirty or fifty.

			And so, standing there, his scrawny chest sharply outlining his rib cage through his shirt, he turned his gaze away from me and back again to the staff. “I know I mentioned this yesterday, but we’re expecting a visit from one of our publishing company partners, Hoeisha, probably tomorrow or the day after. They might come up to the counter. If they do, please let me know so I can take over.”

			With that self-satisfied look of his, there he was, repeating the exact same thing he had told us yesterday—tomorrow or the day after. Nothing meaningful ever came from his long-winded morning pep talks. If the representatives were coming tomorrow or the day after, why not just tell us then?

			Heck, even without any advance warning, if someone popped into the store during open hours and asked to see the manager, of course we would call him over. It wouldn’t matter who they were or whether or not we had been warned beforehand.

			Nine-forty a.m. The beginning of another ridiculously busy day at the store. Not one morning went by that I wasn’t left at the end of my tether by how much time we wasted on these pointless meetings.

			Yamamoto had always been overly enthusiastic about these morning assemblies. Come to think of it, I heard recently he was currently obsessed with self-improvement books. If he started screaming quasi-motivational platitudes like Teamwork is dream work! expecting us to repeat them after him, I would seriously have to consider throwing in the towel. I couldn’t survive in that kind of environment.

			Hurry up, I murmured under my breath. Get this over with. I hadn’t even finished shelving all the newly arrived books yet.

			In that moment, as if in silent mockery, Yamamoto raised the object clutched in his right hand into the air and fixed me with a smirk. “I bought this book for myself when I came in this morning. I’ve only flipped through it so far, but it’s quite interesting. Very informative. I hope you’ll consider reading it yourselves. If you’re interested, I’d be happy to lend it to you.”

			How could someone in his shoes, literally the manager of a bookstore, casually talk about lending books? He didn’t have the faintest shred of concern for giving back to authors.

			And while his ho-hum attitude never failed to rub me the wrong way, what I found most infuriating was that this man, despite his choice of vocation, despite his title and position, barely read anything.

			The book that he was so proudly holding up in front of us all was a bestselling business title from a few years back by someone called Tomoya Takemaru, whose credentials were as clear as mud. It was like if someone came up to me asking for a literary fiction recommendation and I gave them Harry Potter.

			I just couldn’t stomach that steady, unwavering gaze of his. Letting out a quiet sigh to break the silence, I glanced again at the book in his hand.

			I felt like punching Tomoya Takemaru in the face.

			Seventy-Seven Ways for Capable Leaders to Instill an Appreciation for Hospitality in Unmotivated Staff!

			Who in their right mind would want to read something like that?!

			

			—

			I had been in a foul mood since the start of my shift. I had to rush to finish restocking the shelves before opening time, then dashed behind the counter and carefully massaged my face back into some semblance of amiability.

			“You look a bit worked up, Kyoko. What’s wrong? Is it that time of the month?”

			Even though she had her own duties to see to, Mari Koyanagi, a permanent full-time employee seven years my senior, came over to check up on me.

			Her skin was so radiant and flawless that you would never guess she was thirty-five. Between us, ninety-nine percent of the newly hired part-timers probably assumed I was the older one. Mari was wearing the same generic moss-green apron that I was, but on her, it somehow had the look of expensive Scandinavian couture.

			Koyanagi was one of a very small number of straight-dealing individuals working at the store, and she was practically the voice of my inner conscience. By my own conservative estimate, there had been no less than ten occasions when I had seriously considered giving my two weeks’ notice, and for at least nine of those, it was Koyanagi who had convinced me to change my mind.

			“No, not yet. Right? Our cycles are usually in perfect sync, aren’t they?” she said with a chuckle.

			The frustration that had been bubbling away in me all morning slowly subsided. I didn’t mind when Koyanagi addressed me by my first name—in fact, I found it kind of endearing. Of course, if Yamamoto tried speaking to me that way, I would make a huge fuss—that could easily be taken for sexual harassment.

			It felt like only yesterday that we had both been standing at the counter, rubbing our temples like mirror images of each other, and discovered that our menstrual cycles were almost perfectly aligned. Yes, I thought with a sigh, that discovery had meant a great deal to me at the time.

			“No, not yet,” I answered her.

			“So, what’s bothering you? Is it him?”

			“Yamamoto?”

			“No?”

			“What about him?”

			She opened her mouth in silent imitation of his earlier speech. I couldn’t help but laugh.

			“No, no,” I said with a wave. “Well, yes. But not today.”

			There wasn’t really any way to explain it, but when it came to Yamamoto, I couldn’t stand it when other people spoke ill of him, and for whatever reason, I would quickly leap to his defense.

			Koyanagi, understanding this well, let out a loud snort. “Then why are you so tense? When you rub your face like that, it’s usually because you’re trying to calm yourself down. Right?”

			Ah, here it was—my belief that no matter how dissatisfied everything at the store might leave me, I could put up with it, I could endure, just so long as I had at least one colleague who truly understood me.

			I had nothing against busy evenings when the store was packed full of customers, but my favorite time of day was the few quiet minutes before opening time, when soft sunbeams would stream in through the east-facing windows, catching dust motes as they danced faintly through the air.

			“Have you read the advance copy of Kenya Onishi’s new book?” I asked, changing the subject.

			“Hmm? The one Oraikan sent a while back?”

			“That one, yeah. The Continuing Adventures of Koyoi Saotome. It’s coming out next week.”

			“Ah. Nope. It didn’t grab me.”

			“I was going to give it a pass, too, but then I started flipping through it the other day. It was…I don’t know, it was kind of interesting, in a way.”

			“Really? I thought it looked kind of off, you know?”

			“Well…it was and it wasn’t. Did you know it’s set in a bookstore?”

			“No. Can’t say I did.”

			“That wouldn’t normally be my thing, but the story kind of grabbed me. It’s about a bestselling author who publishes under the pen name Koyoi Saotome. Feeling like she’s reached her limit, she retires from writing and starts working in a bookstore while hiding her true identity.”

			“Oh? That does sound kind of interesting.”

			“Right? But at the same time, I was rolling my eyes, you know? A story about a novelist with shattered dreams who ends up working in a bookstore? Seriously, does she understand just how badly this line of work pays? I kept pushing through, but it was really starting to get on my nerves.”

			“Why?”

			“For one thing, everything was just so rose-tinted, you know? I mean, maybe there are people out there who can jump out of bed each morning all excited about putting in another day of work at their favorite store. I’m sure there have to be shops like that—people like that. Anyway, that wasn’t my main problem with the book. I could have lived with that. But there was one thing I just couldn’t stand.”

			“What?”

			“Someone gets killed in this all-too-perfect bookstore, turning it into a murder mystery. But Saotome manages to solve the case. And then a handsome writer who used to be her rival comes to the store one day for a book signing and falls head over heels in love with her. But she rejects him without revealing her true identity, and then ends up dating the store manager instead, convinced he’s the only one who truly understands her. At that point, the manager reveals that he already knows who she really is.”

			“How?”

			“That’s just it. He said the way she solved the murder was exactly like in the books she wrote. And he also noticed that her name was an anagram.”

			“An anagram?”

			“Yeah. So the protagonist’s name is Sayoko Emoto.”

			“Mm-hmm?”

			“If you rearrange the letters, the manager tells her, you get Koyoi Saotome.”

			“Huh. That’s pretty clever.”

			“The i is missing, though.”

			“Oh?”

			“The letter i in Koyoi isn’t in the name Sayoko Emoto! But the book doesn’t mention that at all! It isn’t a proper anagram! Talk about sloppy! It’s unbelievable!”

			While I rattled on, with Koyanagi this close to dissolving into a fit of laughter, the tune of “Music Box Dancer” started playing over the loudspeakers to signal that we were now open for business.

			Several elderly regulars, some of our most finickity customers, came through, but I wasn’t about to let that dampen my spirits. Glancing back at Koyanagi, I tried to imagine myself in Saotome’s shoes.

			An unexplained murder on the store floor?

			A manager armed with astute powers of deduction?

			An author falling madly in love with you?

			Responding to said author with a savage rejection?

			Because you realize you have feelings for your manager?

			And then you both fall happily in love?

			Gah! Blech!

			Disgusting!

			As if!

			“So you read the whole thing?” Koyanagi asked, pulling me back from the depths of my revulsion.

			“Right. That’s my point. I couldn’t put it down.”

			“Are you going to write any promotional comments, then?”

			“No way in hell.”

			“Well, it’s published by Oraikan, you said? I suppose that makes sense.”

			Koyanagi shifted her gaze back to the sales floor, and I followed suit. Our workplace, Musashino Books, was a medium-sized bookstore with five other branches. True to the company name, the majority of them were located in the Musashino district of Tokyo.

			The main store, where I worked, was located in fashionable Kichijoji, albeit a ten-minute walk from the station area, which was overcrowded with competition from larger bookstores. We were situated in a somewhat remote spot off the main shopping street, and the sales floor was only around a hundred and twenty square meters.

			There were two main reasons the store had managed to establish itself in spite of these disadvantages.

			The first was that we stocked a strong lineup of titles belonging to a variety of different subcultures. In the past, there had been a good number of independent movie theaters in the area, and the management had sought to cater to these audiences. The theaters might have closed over the years, but the store still had the support of a great number of subculture fans.

			The second was standing right next to me—Mari Koyanagi. Early on in her career, one of her written reviews got picked up by the publisher and wider media, which turned the novel she had written about into an explosive success—though she would no doubt humbly attribute it to beginner’s luck.

			At the time, the name Mari Koyanagi had been just as recognizable as that of Musashino Books itself, appearing not only on covers and blurbs and in newspaper and magazine advertisements, but on train station billboards as well. Even as a student, I knew how much weight her endorsement carried. Since then, publishers from all over the country have been asking her to give recommendations.

			I absolutely adored her reviews. They were filled with such love and kindness. It was clear from the way she wrote that her comments came from the heart and weren’t given simply to keep in with the publishing houses. I bought every book she recommended without the slightest hesitation, and while I had never told her this, it was largely because of her that I had chosen to work at Musashino Books.

			That being said, we didn’t start off as colleagues. I started at the Kichijoji store as a contract employee, while Koyanagi, working for the company full-time, was transferred from another branch three years ago. I couldn’t even make eye contact the first time we met, my hands trembling as I told her how much I admired her. Yet despite my odd behavior, she was even kinder than I had imagined.

			She taught me everything I needed to know, and not just about my work duties—how to pick interesting books, how to review them, how to deal with a pain-in-the-ass boss, you name it. Sometimes she even took me out for lunch or drinks.

			Before too long, she started letting me read the advance copies sent to us from the publishing houses. At first I was over the moon to be able to read unreleased books, and I devoured everything I could without separating the authors I liked from the ones I didn’t.

			I couldn’t possibly forget the day a review of mine was featured in a book’s advertising campaign for the first time. It was the debut novel of an author my age, The One and Only Eden by Akatsuki Tomita.

			“Here, this is for practice. Write whatever comes to mind,” Koyanagi told me, later submitting my thoughts to the publisher without my knowledge.

			Every time I looked at the quotes attributed to Kyoko Tanihara (Musashino Books, Kichijoji), I was overcome by equal parts embarrassment and pride. The One and Only Eden was undeniably a fantastic piece of literature. I could only pray that my remarks would help it find success.

			Of course, my view of the industry wasn’t as rose-tinted as that of the protagonist in the Koyoi Saotome novel, but I was nonetheless over the moon with excitement.

			“Let’s face it, it’ll sell well enough with or without my comments,” I said, sighing to myself during a break between customers.

			Koyanagi typed something into the computer before responding. “Well, it’s by the great Kenya Onishi. It doesn’t exactly need your help.”

			“Why’s he so popular, anyway?”

			“Come on, isn’t it obvious?”

			“All the women in the book seem to be written to suit your typical middle-aged man. They’re so accommodating, so convenient, you know?”

			“Yep. So you see why, then?”

			“I guess so. There are plenty of other books out there that deserve to be read more than that one, though.”

			Kenya Onishi—or whoever it was who was hiding behind the pen name—was one of the most successful writers of his generation. Or perhaps her generation. No, his, probably. Despite the marketing campaigns banking on his highbrow status as an anonymous writer, his books made for surprisingly easy reading, and his fan base encompassed men and women of all ages. His works always landed high on the store’s bestseller rankings, so there was no real need to provide any written recommendations or reviews.

			On top of that, the publisher was Oraikan. I hoped that it wasn’t simply because they were the largest publisher in the industry, but for whatever reason, their sales representatives always came across as overbearing and arrogant. This time around, they had sent us an advance copy without any warning, without us even requesting it, along with a brief message thanking us for our (nonexistent) patience.

			At that moment, I spotted a regular customer—one known for causing no end of trouble—approaching us from across the store.

			Probably without realizing it, Koyanagi hit the enter key on the computer keyboard so hard it was likely heard from across the floor. “Well, now,” she grumbled.

			Just as she was about to leave the register, she stopped, as if suddenly remembering something.

			“Oh, yes. Are you free tonight, Kyoko?”

			“Tonight? I guess so.”

			“Good. Come have a drink with me tonight. There’s something I want to tell you.”

			Koyanagi liked to invite me for dinner once every few months. Usually, however, she gave me at least a week’s notice. I couldn’t recall her ever asking me on the very same day.

			But what really set off alarm bells was how directly she had come out with it. Come have a drink with me tonight. There’s something I want to tell you. Had she ever directed those words my way before?

			“Koyanagi?” I began, but my response was drowned out by the gruff voice of the approaching customer.

			“Hey, lady,” he all but bellowed as he barged toward the counter.

			

			—

			It was the perfect storm.

			Within a few days of my joining the store, everything started going rapidly downhill.

			The trigger was the very customer who had just barged up to the counter.

			“Hey, lady. I can’t find Fishin’ Days anywhere. The girl I talked to yesterday said you’d have it in stock today. Draggin’ me all the way here at this hour for nothin’. It ain’t right, I tell you,” the man complained, his breath reeking of alcohol even through his mask.

			“I’m sorry,” I apologized mechanically while hurrying to check the inventory.

			Just as the customer said, we supposedly had three copies of this month’s Fishing Days in stock. I rang the bell to get Koyanagi to take over at the register before heading over to the magazines. Sure enough, its place on the rack was completely empty. There wasn’t even one copy, let alone three.

			I rushed to find Onodera, who was in charge of the magazine section. Onodera was a permanent full-time employee, though she was one year younger than me. While she wasn’t particularly overflowing with enthusiasm, she did her job well enough, and she was famous for being the kindest staff member at the store.

			The blood drained from her face as I explained the situation.

			“It must have been me who told him we’d have it today. But I saw them come in with the new inventory. They should be there.”

			“I couldn’t find even a single copy. Who was in charge of shelving them today?”

			“Other than me, Isoda. And…”

			“And?”

			“The manager, I think.”

			For a brief moment, my vision flickered. Isoda was a part-timer who had been working at the store for only a few weeks. Then, of course, there was Yamamoto. Neither of them could be fully trusted.

			I quickly grabbed Isoda, who I had seen rearranging the shelves earlier. Even after I explained the problem, she wore a look on her face that told me she didn’t quite follow. One thing was clear, however—she assumed I was blaming her for this mishap. Her eyes opened wide in disbelief as she insisted she hadn’t moved the magazines.

			Knowing that there was no point in getting into an argument, I apologized and made my way to the office, looking for Yamamoto. Sure enough, there he was, still chatting away on the phone. Gesturing for him to put it down, I briefly summed up what had happened.

			He immediately grasped the meaning of my question, his reaction practically an echo of Isoda’s.

			“What? Do you think I did something, Kyoko Tanihara? I haven’t touched any magazines today. Besides, I’ve never even heard of Fishing Days.”

			I had my doubts, but this was no time to start grilling him. As Yamamoto lifted the phone receiver back to his ear, I bit my tongue and returned to the sales floor.

			“They have to be here somewhere,” I told Onodera, resting a hand on her shoulder. “I’ll help you look.”

			The customer, meanwhile, was now marching over toward us. His face was as red as a freshly boiled octopus, his eyes bloodshot with anger. Luckily, he seemed to have forgotten that it was Onodera who had told him yesterday that the magazine would be in stock.

			“How long you gonna keep me waitin’?” he pressed, shattering the peaceful morning atmosphere. “You guys said it was gonna be released today, so I went outta my way to come down here at the crack of dawn. And what do I get for it? I’ve been waitin’ all this damn time! You think this is professional?”

			During our student days, both Onodera and I had been part of our universities’ humanities clubs. We weren’t used to being bullied by coaches or seniors. Onodera especially, having grown up in a good family, had probably never been scolded this way before.

			“We’re r-r-really sorry. We’ll look for it right away!” she stammered, a hairbreadth from breaking down into tears.

			The customer let out a dismissive snort.

			I understood well enough that this mishap was the store’s responsibility, but still, I was this close to losing it with him.

			Customers like that became increasingly obnoxious the more you tried to appease them. They were the kind to get drunk on their own anger, lording it over you just to get an emotional high. It was probably some kind of holdover from how they abused their subordinates during their workdays. But there was no point in screaming back at him. We would just have to keep looking for what we didn’t have.

			“To hell with it! I’m goin’ somewhere else. You won’t catch me comin’ back to this damn place again!”

			He had issued that very threat on at least four other occasions that I could recall. Of course, that didn’t stop him from dropping by at opening time every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday morning. That was the other thing about this type of customer.

			Yamamoto must have sensed the souring mood on the sales floor, as he hurried over after one of the other staff told him what was happening. The moment he arrived on the scene, he made an exaggerated show of bowing his head and holding out a copy of his business card. “I’m terribly sorry for the inconvenience. Please forgive our oversight.”

			The customer let out the same unamused snort as before, but it was clear from his expression that this was the kind of response he had been waiting for.

			“Finally. Someone who knows what he’s talkin’ about.”

			In other words, a man.

			“Again, I’m terribly sorry.”

			“What the hell’s the matter with this damn store, huh?”

			“I’m truly very sorry.”

			“Quit apologizin’.”

			“We’ll have your magazine ready by the end of the day, I promise. If it’s acceptable to you, we’ll arrange to have it delivered to your home.”

			“…You don’t have to go that far. Can you have it ready by tomorrow?”

			“Of course. Even if it means sourcing a copy from one of our affiliated stores.”

			“I’ll come by again tomorrow morning to pick it up, then.”

			“Again, I’m very sorry for the inconvenience.”

			“I said quit with the apologies. I know how much of a pain in the ass it is havin’ to train staff. You remind me of me when I was your age.”

			“Thank you.”

			“Hang in there,” the man finished, offering an overly self-satisfied smile as he patted Yamamoto on the back.

			As he left, I couldn’t help but wonder how I must have looked. I could already hear a loud grumble emanating from deep within my throat.

			Yamamoto rested a hand on my shoulder. “It will be okay,” he said with a know-it-all look. “I understand the situation. Leave everything to me.”

			Damn him! Like it wasn’t his fault in the first place! I wanted nothing more than to quit!

			But at times like these, there was always one person who would reach out to me.

			“Kyoko?” Koyanagi called from behind the counter in a laid-back voice. Shrugging Yamamoto’s hand away, I made my way back to my station.

			Without so much as glancing up at me, Koyanagi pointed to the computer monitor. “It isn’t just murders that occur in bookstores,” she said in the most nonchalant tone. “You also have cases like this.”

			In the middle of the screen was a window playing security camera footage, paused at 8:46 a.m., the exact time Onodera, Isoda, and Yamamoto were restocking the shelves. The three of them were working diligently, without exchanging a word.

			This was the first time I had viewed the security camera footage for any reason other than to catch shoplifters. I felt a twinge of guilt spying on my colleagues like this, but that vague sense of unease soon gave way to something altogether different.

			In the video feed, Yamamoto suddenly stood up, as if realizing that he had forgotten something. Still holding something in his right hand, he wandered out of the frame.

			Koyanagi quickly switched to another window, in which the manager, moving like a sleepwalker, came to a stop in front of a certain shelf, deposited the items he was holding, and picked up a book.

			I couldn’t make out the title, but the cover design was instantly recognizable. My vision turned searing white as the customer’s last remark about training staff echoed through my mind.

			“Found them,” Koyanagi said, holding up three magazines. “They were with the self-improvement books.”

			I snapped back to reality, the magazines seeming to shake in the center of my vision. Angry tears threatened to spill over as I relived our exchange during the morning staff meeting.

			That frivolous smile of his, his empty speechifying, that attitude and way of talking that always drove us all up the wall, and, last but not least, that idiotic self-improvement book he so proudly shoved in front of our faces…

			Hey, Tomoya Takemaru!

			Here’s an idea for your next book! How about Seventy-Seven Ways for a Lowly Salesclerk to School a Dumbass Manager?!

			

			—

			The rest of my day was no better. In the end, I had to put in a couple hours of overtime, texting Koyanagi that I would be late. By the time I arrived at the Western-style restaurant in Shinjuku, it was already past 8:00 p.m.

			Koyanagi was alone, sipping on a glass of wine. Her choice of restaurant and her high-collared black blouse were both so sophisticated they left me swooning in awe.

			I felt suddenly self-conscious, out of place in my usual jeans and puffer jacket.

			Under normal circumstances, panic would have gotten the better of me. Fortunately, Koyanagi quickly noticed my arrival and called out, “Hey!” She was like a goddess—my relief so overwhelming I literally burst into tears.

			“Koyanagi!”

			I had made up my mind not to complain to her. This dinner wasn’t for me to grumble and whine, but so I could hear her out.

			That was what I told myself, but then she fixed me with a smile as radiant as a bodhisattva’s. “Are you okay? You didn’t have a hard time of it after I left, did you?”

			With that opening, how could I resist?

			“I’m sorry, Koyanagi. Do you mind if I get a couple things off my chest before you start?”

			“Of course not. Take as long as you need.”

			“No, there really are just two. The first one…Well, that was my fault…”

			A heavy sigh spilled from my lungs.

			It happened right after Koyanagi left for the day. I was in the staff room, greedily devouring a fishcake sandwich, when I noticed Isoda trudging my way.

			“Good work today,” I greeted her, hoping to apologize for the incident with the missing magazines—but I was already firmly in her crosshairs.

			“Excuse me. Don’t you have anything to say about what happened earlier?”

			“Eh…?” I mouthed, taken aback.

			Isoda, however, only grew more indignant. “You thought I’d lost them, didn’t you? You didn’t even bother to check. You just went and pinned the blame on me.”

			“No. I wasn’t accusing you of anything. I was just making sure.”

			“I won’t be able to work with you anymore unless we settle this now.”

			“Hold on a second. You’re being a bit dramatic, don’t you think?”

			“Dramatic? I’ve never felt more humiliated in my life. If this is what you’re like to work with…” Her voice trailed off.

			There was a great deal more I wanted to say in response to all that, but I didn’t have the strength to meet the intensity of her gaze. Reminding myself that I had intended to apologize in any event, I lowered my head. “I’m sorry,” I murmured.

			After hearing me out, Koyanagi furrowed her brow in sympathy. “That does sound rather unfortunate. Is she a student?”

			“No. She already graduated, I think.”

			“I see. She seems to be the headstrong type. I’ve never really spoken to her, so I’m not sure what kind of advice to give here…”

			I appreciated Koyanagi’s support, but I couldn’t hide from the fact that I, too, was partly to blame for this situation. Still, Isoda’s reaction was completely unwarranted.

			Having completely forgotten about the excruciating hangover that had plagued me this morning, I downed my beer in one long chug. Koyanagi and I were the only female staff at the store who liked to go out after work.

			Wiping the foam from my lips, I fixed Koyanagi with a hard stare.

			“Then, just as he leaves, he goes and asks me if my face is swollen. Can you believe it?”

			“Hmm? Who?”

			“Yamamoto. Who else? It was like he’d totally forgotten what happened this morning, like it wasn’t all his fault! Thanks to him, Isoda and the other part-timers have been giving me nasty looks—and he’s off cracking jokes!”

			Koyanagi’s nose twitched slightly—a prelude, I knew from experience, to a loud snort.

			Sure enough, she started banging her hand against the table, her raucous chortling exposing her delicate makeup and refined outfit as a total sham.

			“Seriously, come on! I’m not kidding here!” I protested, though inside I appreciated her show of amusement.

			“Right, sorry. Yes, our good old manager does have a knack for putting his foot in it.”

			“Tell me about it. That stupid, idiot man!” I chimed in, laughing along with her.

			Ah, there I went again…I had meant to wrap this up quickly with my usual remark about being so fed up with him I felt like quitting.

			When at last we had laughed ourselves hoarse, I took a sip of my second beer and looked back to my esteemed colleague. “So what did you want to talk about? It sounded kind of serious.”

			It didn’t take a clairvoyant to guess why she had asked me to join her tonight. Rumors had been flying around the store for months now. Yamamoto had taken over as manager at the age of thirty-five, but Koyanagi was infinitely more capable than he was. If she was promoted to take his place tomorrow, it would be a decision long overdue. Needless to say, I would offer her my wholehearted congratulations. There wasn’t a doubt in my mind the store would flourish under her hand.

			Ideally, I would also love for Yamamoto to be given the sack, but I couldn’t get my hopes up too high. No matter which store Koyanagi was dispatched to, I would do everything in my power to be transferred along with her, no matter how many formal requests I had to submit.

			I was still grinning to myself as the smile started to fade from Koyanagi’s lips.

			She nodded, then brought her eyes back to me.

			“I’m sorry, Kyoko. I’ve decided to leave the company.”

			A sudden chill crept down my spine, my breath catching in my throat.

			“Huh?”

			“I gave Yamamoto my two weeks’ notice yesterday.”

			How had I not seen it coming? Ever since I had gotten out of bed this morning, today had brought me nothing but bad luck.

			Yep, a perfect nightmare of a storm.

			

			—

			Two weeks after we went out for drinks, Mari Koyanagi walked away from her job without a second thought.

			She was adamant about not wanting a farewell party, and because she ordered me not to tell the other staff, I wasn’t even able to collect written messages wishing her all the best.

			It was Yamamoto who broke the news the morning of her last day at the store.

			“Also, er, I know this is sudden, but longtime colleague Mari Koyanagi will be leaving Musashino Books due to personal reasons. This will be her final day with us. We’ll all miss her, of course, but I hope we can send her off with the warmest of smiles.”

			I listened in dismay as our hapless manager explained how the situation had come about. Until then, I had been completely oblivious. Koyanagi, it seemed, had been engaged in an affair with the company’s general manager for several years—until his wife supposedly stormed into company headquarters wielding a kitchen knife and went as far as accidentally cutting an unrelated managing director’s arm. Nor did I know the board had covered the whole thing up, and that the general manager had already resigned…Koyanagi hadn’t breathed so much as a word.

			After hearing the whole story, I was reminded of a recommendation Koyanagi had written for a recent novel. Though it was commercially unsuccessful and by a relatively unknown author, she had put her all into promoting it.

			The protagonist knows it goes against all morality, but in her quest to live life to the fullest, she seeks out the man of her dreams and throws herself headfirst into his arms.

			Though I hadn’t personally been interested in the book, I had read it on her recommendation. It turned out, however, to be a run-of-the-mill extramarital romance. There was nothing in the way of mystery or suspense, and it didn’t offer up any new perspectives, either.

			Failing to understand what Koyanagi saw in it, I asked her with a self-deprecating smile, “Was it really all that great? Maybe I’m just not mature enough yet to really get it?”

			“You may be right,” she answered with an uncomfortable shrug.

			Now that we all knew about her affair with the general manager and how it had ended, Koyanagi appeared strangely refreshed, as if a weight had been lifted from her shoulders. “I can’t stay here any longer,” she muttered. “Or, I suppose, there’s no reason for me to stay here anymore.”

			I didn’t know what to say to that. I didn’t even know how to feel. Deep down, a dark, oozy sense of unease was welling up inside me.

			In that moment, however, I couldn’t quite pinpoint the feeling.

			

			—

			Despite Koyanagi’s departure, my daily routine at the store remained unchanged. Every morning, we would accept deliveries of new and popular titles and send a somewhat smaller number of unsold books back to their respective publishers. The publishers themselves, however, never sent us the titles we actually wanted, and the intermediary distributors had a tendency to send us only books that had already been sent back by other bookstores.

			A familiar workplace environment without the comfort of close friends to talk to is the perfect breeding ground for mental stagnation. And sure enough, there I was, solemnly going about my tasks without mishap or fault, frustrated and alone.

			It wasn’t long before I definitively identified the vague sense of unease I had felt during that final day with Koyanagi.

			It was anger, no doubt about it. Telling a junior colleague, one who respects you as much as I did her, that you don’t think there’s any point in continuing at your company—well, that’s just plain rude. Especially as she ought to have known just how much I looked up to her.

			I often ended up losing myself in this pattern of thought now that Koyanagi was gone. No matter how much I tried to maintain a positive outlook, I always slammed up against the same realization—I was the one who had no real reason to be here. Seriously, I wanted to quit! If I started packing my bags now, there would be no one to stop me!

			Worse still, I had discovered my limitations as a bookseller. Titles that I personally loved, that I put so much effort into promoting, barely sold at all, while the usual bestsellers all but flew off the shelves the moment I restocked them.

			As if to drive that point home, Kenya Onishi’s latest work, The Continuing Adventures of Koyoi Saotome, had been selling like actual hotcakes since its release last week, regardless of my opinion of it. As the days passed and I filled out order form after order form, I started wondering why I was here. Had my entire existence merely been leading up to this point, just so I could keep restocking empty shelves?

			One day, a familiar customer came to the register, looking for what else but Kenya Onishi’s new book.

			“I can’t find it anywhere,” she said in a thin voice.

			I had spoken to this customer on many occasions. She was an elegant lady, probably in her mid-fifties, which was why I had privately given her the nickname Madam.

			She tended to visit the store once or twice a month to buy several newly released novels and magazines. Her taste in literature was spot-on, and I always looked forward to seeing her at the register.

			Never before, though, had she approached me directly. And at that moment, I realized for the first time that her selections were probably spontaneous.

			“Can you take over?” I said to the part-timer at the counter, before leading Madam to the sales floor.

			Earlier, when I was stocking shelving copies of the Koyoi Saotome book, I had noticed her carefully inspecting the prominent display stand by the entrance, so I decided to guide her back to it.

			As I pulled out a copy from the neat stack of books, her mouth dropped in surprise.

			“Oh, dear,” she murmured. “How could I have missed it?”

			“It happens,” I answered with a laugh.

			“How embarrassing. I’m sorry to be a bother.”

			“Are you a fan of his?”

			Kenya Onishi’s latest work seemed like an odd choice among the range of new titles that might appeal to someone like Madam.

			I had made a mental note of her preferences, but it ran counter to all rules of professional courtesy to volunteer that information unprompted. It might have been okay if a customer turned to you for advice, but it was downright creepy to say to someone that you kept tabs on their purchases.

			“Hmm?”

			“I remember you buying other books by him. But I didn’t know you enjoyed popular books like this as well as more literary ones,” I said, mustering up the courage to speak freely.

			Some part of me must have figured that, seeing as I planned to quit anyway, I could probably afford to push a few boundaries.

			“I do,” Madam responded with a soft smile.

			“I’m a little surprised,” I remarked. “It’s kind of different from the books you usually read, isn’t it?”

			“Oh, my, you all have remarkable talents here. Can you really keep track of what every customer of yours has been reading?”

			“Not every customer, no…”

			“Tanihara, yes…?” Madam asked, looking at my name tag, which also stated my role as a literary fiction specialist. “Have you read Kenya Onishi’s first book, by any chance?”

			For a moment, my mind went blank. It was like she was testing my industry knowledge. But I couldn’t possibly answer questions about a book I hadn’t read. I didn’t even know what Kenya Onishi’s debut was called.

			“No, I’m afraid not…” I answered, with a weak shake of my head.

			Madam let out an appreciative sigh. “You should give it a read, if you’re interested. That book has a special place in my heart. It’s true that Kenya Onishi seems to be in a bit of a rut right now, but I truly believe he’ll write another masterpiece someday. Isn’t that what fans are supposed to do? Wait patiently for their idols to live up to their early promise?”

			

			—

			Madam spent close to an hour looking around the store, and ended up buying six books in total, the Kenya Onishi novel included.

			Also among them was the adultery novel Koyanagi had so enjoyed. Thinking that I ought to take it down from the display shelf as quickly as possible, I found myself staring at the card with her written recommendation. I was hesitant to remove it, thinking it would feel like a rejection of all the good memories I still had of her, but in the end, I threw it into the bin.

			“Is it really that good?” Madam asked me at the register. She must have been under the impression I had written the recommendation myself.

			“Oh, no, that was written by a colleague of mine.”

			“Really? Then you haven’t read it, Tanihara?”

			“No, I’m afraid not,” I blurted out without thinking. There was no way I could tell a customer about to purchase a book that I found it dull and boring.

			In an attempt to make up for that white lie, after Madam left, I bought a copy of the book she had mentioned, Kenya Onishi’s debut, Where the Wind Finds the Wagon. The bibliographical information on the last page noted that it was first released twenty-five years ago and was now in its fourth printing.

			It was wonderful, of course, that it had been reprinted, but as the debut novel of an author who was now considered a hallmark figure in the literary world, a mere four print runs was a little sad.

			What caught my attention the most was the description on the back cover. The words detective, bourbon, solitude, and cigar all hinted at the hard-boiled style suggested by the title. It bore little resemblance to Kenya Onishi’s more recent writing.

			Once I’d wrapped up at work, I made my way to a café that was about a five-minute walk from the store, where I often went when I wanted to sit down to read a book or prepare a rough draft of a review. I didn’t care much for the way it reeked of cigarette smoke, but I found it much easier to relax there than it was in one of those trendy places frequented by happy couples the same age as me.

			The café, called Isabelle, was unusually crowded, but I was able to grab my favorite seat by the window. Ordering my usual black soybean cocoa, I sat down and turned my attention to Where the Wind Finds the Wagon. I wasn’t a huge fan of these kinds of detective novels, but surprisingly, the words flowed easily from the page.

			As I read on, I found myself increasingly taken by the writing, which seemed much more delicate than the prose in Kenya Onishi’s more recent works. The story itself was hard-boiled in nature, but it was free of the hypermasculine overconfidence that characterized his latest bestsellers. Comparing how his style had changed over the years, I was reminded that I wasn’t particularly fond of the dogmatic, judgmental approach he now took with his characters. Did he really think all women acted that way? That this constituted love? That things like this made a novel interesting? They were all so one-dimensional.

			I finished the prologue and the first chapter in one sitting. Then I closed the book, went back to the first page, and started over from scratch. I always did this whenever I came across a really good read.

			When, finally, I turned my attention back to the real world, the café was even busier than it was before. I also sensed that something was amiss. There, at a table half hidden behind a large pillar, was Isoda, sitting alone.

			When did she come in? Before me, or after? Had she noticed I was here?

			Question marks all but hovered around my head, but I pushed them aside with a sense of dread. Things had been awkward between us ever since that incident with the missing magazines. We hadn’t been particularly close to begin with, but lately she had been refusing to meet my gaze. I never knew how to respond when she stared at the floor and mumbled Good morning at the start of each day.

			Now that I knew she was at the café, I couldn’t absorb the words on the pages in front of me. I had hoped Isoda would leave before she noticed me, but here I was, sitting uncomfortably still with an increasingly pressing need to use the toilet.

			Desperately praying that her eyes would remain averted, I crept as quietly as possible in the direction of the restroom.

			As soon as I returned to the seating area, however, I was struck again by a distinct feeling of discomfort. Isoda, her back turned to me, was noticeably shaking.

			At first, I thought she was laughing to herself, but as I returned to my seat and carefully peered back her way, I realized she was using a handkerchief to wipe away silent tears. It was because of the book she was reading. A book I knew well. And it was this that surprised me most of all.

			“Ah…”

			She shouldn’t have been able to hear me over the clatter and chatter filling the café, but for whatever reason, her attention suddenly gravitated toward me.

			Her brow creased in confusion, her mouth hanging open for a long moment before she rushed to close her book—a paperback copy of the first novel I ever reviewed, complete with a strip of wraparound marketing paper with my enthusiastic comments featured front and center.

			Now that we were aware of the other’s presence, we couldn’t keep on ignoring each other. I steeled myself to approach her, then, after a moment, picked up my belongings and headed her way.

			“Do you come here often?” she all but whispered, still looking away.

			With a tired sigh, I sat down across from her without asking if it was okay, then reached for the paperback that lay on the table. “This book—it’s good, right?”

			I realized the kinder course of action might have just been to leave her be, but I couldn’t help feeling excited about discussing the novel with her.

			Though I liked to grumble more than my fair share, the reason I hadn’t entirely given up on Musashino Books was because so many of the staff were insatiable bookworms—something that, as I already knew from my own experience, was far from the norm in this industry. I had a personal theory: that so long as two people could talk about books they loved, they could set aside any immediate problems that might exist between them.

			Isoda, however, seemed unwilling to lift her gaze. I remained seated, waiting for her to make the first move, until finally she shrugged and looked me in the eye.

			“Is it true you’re quitting, Tanihara?” she asked warily.

			“Hmm?”

			“That’s what everyone’s saying. How you and Koyanagi were so close, and that you’re planning to leave now that she’s gone.”

			Isoda gave me as determined a look as she could muster, but I refused to shrink away. I couldn’t care less who was whispering about me behind my back. Though, judging from how everyone seemed to have been avoiding me lately, it was clear Isoda was telling the truth.

			“I don’t know. I mean, I’m starting to feel like there isn’t much point in hanging around anymore.”

			Was it my imagination, or was I all but parroting what Koyanagi had said to me during our last evening?

			“Why?” Isoda pressed, her expression unchanged.

			“I chose this company because I’d always admired Koyanagi,” I began with a slow nod. “Her reviews resonated with me since I first found them as a student. I’d always wanted to work in a bookstore, so when it was time to go job hunting, I set my sights on Musashino.”

			“But if that’s the case, you do have a reason to stay.”

			“What?”

			“You said you’ve always wanted to work in a bookshop, right? So, it shouldn’t make much difference whether or not Koyanagi decides to quit.”

			“You think…?”

			“I’m not trying to judge or criticize. Everyone has the right to choose where they want to work. But you’re being a bit selfish, Tanihara. I feel like you enjoy playing the victim. Do you even realize when you’re at fault? It comes across as a little arrogant, sometimes.”

			Those last remarks instantly got my back up.

			“I’m sorry. What do you mean?”

			“Nothing, really.”

			“I won’t understand unless you tell me. Go on,” I insisted.

			Isoda bit her lip for a long moment, but after seemingly making up her mind, she reached for the book that had my name emblazoned on the marketing band and declared, “You said you admired Koyanagi. Have you ever stopped to consider that maybe there are people out there who admire you?”

			“Huh?”

			“I was really struggling back when I got my first job. I picked the wrong company, and I didn’t fit in at all. Even as an adult, I was always getting bullied. But then a review by a certain bookseller saved me. For a novel called The One and Only Eden. I can recite every word of it. One of the comments resonated with me so deeply: If the rules of society make you unhappy, then those rules are wrong! I always wanted to thank her someday…”

			Isoda was talking about Akatsuki Tomita’s debut novel, the one Koyanagi had lent me an advance copy of before submitting my draft review to the publisher.

			I was startled by her admission. I couldn’t remember anyone ever validating my work like this before. But it didn’t leave me feeling self-conscious or embarrassed. Then again, I wasn’t exactly ecstatic, either. Her criticisms still stung. And she still hadn’t explained her reasons for them.

			An awkward silence of an altogether different kind formed between us. Isoda was saying she had found the novel that ended up changing her life thanks to my recommendation. I wasn’t quite sure how I was supposed to respond to this revelation, and it seemed I had lost my chance to apologize for my supposed arrogance.

			“I was also saved by a book, once,” I confessed, still not clear what exactly she wanted from me.

			Isoda’s brow creased in a frown. I wasn’t quite sure why I was telling her this, but anything was better than another prolonged silence.

			“Of course, that was long before I met Koyanagi. And it wasn’t a book, exactly. Stories, more like. My dad runs a restaurant in Kagurazaka. Ever since I was little, my parents always worked late, and I was an only child. So, naturally, I spent a lot of my time reading. Anyway, my old man—I call him that because it’s what the restaurant staff always called him. Anyway, he used to take me to this bookstore in Jimbocho every Sunday. I think it was his way of atoning for neglecting me during the week. There was this kind clerk working there. I don’t remember her face anymore, but even as a kid, I thought she was really nice. She would help pick out new books for me, suggestions that were a little more advanced than what I was reading at the time. It was so much fun. And we talked about the books I’d read. I remember thinking that working in a bookstore must be a wonderful job, helping connect readers to all these different stories.”

			Isoda paused for a moment. “You don’t think the same way now?” she asked, with her usual morose look.

			“I’m not sure. I’m so busy with all these day-to-day responsibilities that I don’t really have the mental space to pay attention to things like that. Either way, I don’t really feel like I’m connecting readers to different books. If I quit, it wouldn’t affect the store in any way.”

			“That doesn’t make any sense, though. Booksellers like to understate their accomplishments, but isn’t it the same for authors, too? Just like how a bookstore can keep on going without this employee or that one, the publishing industry won’t grind to a halt if a super-popular author calls it quits.”

			“Hmm. That’s a little different, though, isn’t it? If a writer quits, there’ll be books that never see the light of day.”

			“It’s the same. If a bookseller quits, there’ll be customers who’ll never find novels they might have read. That could have happened to me. I only found The One and Only Eden because you were working at Musashino Books. And because of that, I found a way to keep going. How is that any different from Akatsuki Tomita’s decision to become a writer? In the same way that there are characters only a certain novelist can create, there are books that only a certain bookseller can recommend.”

			Isoda’s remarks were delivered more forcefully than usual, in a tone that was all but pleading. My heart skipped a beat as I processed her words.

			“Did you want to work in the literary fiction section, Isoda?” I found myself asking.

			One of any novel’s greatest gifts was the opportunity it presented to experience life as someone else, to put yourself in their shoes. It was Koyanagi who had taught me that. “These days, people think only of themselves. But if you can imagine yourself as someone else, even if for only a brief moment, then the story is a success, don’t you think?”

			Perhaps she was already beginning to despair even then, the hardships of our daily grind proving too much to bear. Maybe that was why she got involved with the general manager—because some part of her wanted an excuse to leave.

			Still, she never betrayed so much as a hint of her true thoughts. All she ever had for me was that ever-dependable smile. If she had come to work with an attitude that warned others to keep their distance, or if she had come across as depressed, what might I have done? How might I have felt? At the very least, I probably wouldn’t have ended up feeling so lonely now that she was gone.

			How could I be so blind to what was really going on?

			That was why I didn’t deserve to call myself a bookseller. That was probably what Isoda meant when she said I never realized when I was the one at fault.

			“I wanted to learn from you, Tanihara,” Isoda replied in a murmur. “It wasn’t Koyanagi I admired. It was you…” She trailed off at the end there, her voice too muffled to make out.

			Nodding a few times as if to convince myself, I finally managed to come out with an apology. “I’m sorry. I mean it.”

			I knew better than anyone what it felt like to be betrayed by someone you respected, how painful it was to hear them arrogantly question everything that had inspired your confidence in them in the first place.

			Isoda shook her head slightly, her downcast expression easing. I puffed out my cheeks.

			I had to protect my junior colleague’s dreams, her zest for life. And I had to recapture that zest for myself, as well.

			

			—

			At first, there were no overt changes in my behavior, and I went about my work as I always did.

			Nonetheless, something had shifted in me since that discussion with Isoda. I began to notice things I had missed before—for instance, that Yamamoto seemed oddly restless, often giving me strange looks.

			I was sure of it—he was telling himself he couldn’t afford to let me quit now that Koyanagi had left. Feeling somewhat guilty and hoping to convey that he didn’t need to worry on my account, I made a point of coming across as cheerful and upbeat as I could. Yamamoto, however, didn’t seem to have gotten the message.

			Three days after my conversation with Isoda, he quietly approached me at the register and, to my great surprise, hesitated before addressing me. “Are you free tonight, Kyoko Tanihara? There’s something I want to tell you.”

			He really did think I wanted to leave! My heart all but leaped from my chest as I frantically waved my hands in a calming gesture.

			“It’s okay, really, I’m fine. Sorry for making you stress.”

			“…What do you mean? So you are free tonight?”

			“Uh, no, that’s not really the problem…”

			“There’s something I want to discuss with you. And since I’ve been meaning to stop by your father’s restaurant…Do you mind if we go there?”

			“Um, really, I…”

			“I’ll call to make a reservation. Would it be okay if we met there? It wouldn’t be appropriate for us to travel together, seeing as I’m your boss and all. You finish at seven tonight, yes? I know it’s short notice, so thank you in advance.”

			Before I could firmly refuse his invitation, yet another irate customer stepped up to the counter, demanding my full attention. Yamamoto quickly put on his superficial smile as he called out a greeting.

			The whole exchange was borderline surreal. There was literally zero point in trying to talk me out of quitting over a fancy meal when I had no intention of resigning in the first place. Besides, if he was as worried about appearances as he seemed to be, why on earth would he want to go to my dad’s restaurant? And if we were going there, wouldn’t it make sense for me to make the reservation?

			I breathed an exasperated sigh. He didn’t seem the slightest bit concerned for my well-being…Yep, I was well and truly sick of him. I had been hoping to reread Where the Wind Finds the Wagon tonight, but instead I was going to have to spend the next few hours working up the courage to confront my manager.

			Still, I couldn’t help but feel all this was ultimately my own fault.

			

			—

			A cold breeze swept down from the hill and made its way to a small restaurant hidden a few blocks away from Kagurazaka’s cobblestoned main street, named Miharu, after my mother, who passed away seven years ago.

			I arrived before Yamamoto. When making the reservation, he must have failed to mention anything about dining with the owner’s daughter, because my dad nearly jumped out of his skin when he found me sitting by myself at the table.

			Yamamoto arrived about five minutes later. He didn’t bring any token gifts for my dad, nor did he address him in a particularly deferential manner. He simply exchanged a perfunctory greeting with my old man, then ordered hot sake and started drinking it alone while chewing on a piece of dried stingray fin.

			My dad seemed to be having a hard time keeping himself in check, given Yamamoto’s behavior, but I gave him a sharp look that said: Don’t worry. He’s just a bit of an oddball.

			Fortunately, the restaurant was crowded tonight; there were plenty of other customers to see to. As my dad left to greet some new arrivals, Yamamoto continued to maintain his silence, nonchalantly sipping at his sake cup as if he had come here to drink alone.

			After an hour of this, both my dad and I were losing our minds. I didn’t know if it was because of all the alcohol, but for whatever reason, Yamamoto’s face had turned strangely ashen.

			In fact, he was so drunk he looked like he was about to pass out. Why had he even invited me in the first place? Just as I was about to throw in the towel and head home, he at last deigned to speak up. “Can you keep a secret, Kyoko Tanihara?”

			Was this the prelude to another one of his fatuous speeches? Either way, I gave him a nod.

			“Yes. What is it?”

			“The truth is, I’m thinking of calling it quits.”

			“Huh?”

			“It’s not the store so much. It’s the company…You noticed, I assume? That’s why you agreed to meet me here, right?”

			“Noticed…? Noticed what?”

			“You didn’t know I was in love with Mari Koyanagi?”

			“Wait, what…? Huh?”

			“I loved her, I really did. It was like we were destined for each other. There aren’t many women like that in the world. Thanks to her, every day was worthwhile. But I realized something, once she left. There’s no point in my running a store without someone to share it with.”

			Wait, wait, wait…What the hell? Why was he telling me this? Was he trying to creep me out or something? Talk about awkward! I mean, really?

			My face scrunched up in disgust. Yamamoto, now all but nodding off, fixed me with a piercing look. His deadpan stare, that insolent smile—they sent a cold shiver running down my spine.

			“Um, er…Did you tell her how you feel?” I asked, trying to shake off his slimy gaze. I wasn’t really interested in his answer.

			“As if,” he said, with an embarrassed shrug. “But I’m sure she knew.”

			“How?”

			“How? Because we worked together practically every day. You know her, she isn’t blind to her surroundings. We made eye contact all the time. I’m sure she understood how I felt.”

			He sounded like he was losing his grip…Seriously, I was getting scared here.

			Then, as if he could hear the rapid beating of my heart, he let out a low chuckle. “Then again, I guess I’ll never know for sure. I’m not a stalker or anything. I can’t pretend to know how she felt. Besides, it doesn’t matter anymore. The fact is, she’s gone, so there’s no point in me hanging around any longer.”

			With that maudlin remark, he paused to take another sip of sake. Silence fell down on us yet again. Just one drink, I told myself, as I reached for the sake bottle, only to find that it was still mostly full. But then, why did Yamamoto seem so drunk? He couldn’t have been faking it, not with that red flush to his cheeks.

			“But you know what, Kyoko Tanihara? I won’t quit.”

			“Huh?”

			“Even if I do have to give it all up someday, it won’t be for anyone else’s sake. When it’s time for me to go, I’ll be the one to make that decision for myself.”

			“Ah. I see.”

			“It’s a nice store. I’m proud of everything we’ve done. I couldn’t ask for better staff,” he whispered with a gentle smile, finally collapsing face-first onto the table, still clutching his sake cup in one hand.

			Soon he was snoring. A wave of relief washed over me.

			In that moment, my old man approached from behind my shoulder. “The hell’s wrong with this guy? Seems like a total nutjob.”

			I couldn’t have put it better myself.

			Now that I was finally able to catch my breath, my stomach made a drawn-out strangling sound.

			“Hey, Dad? Can you make me something to eat? All I’ve had is a few pieces of dried stingray.”

			“What do you want?”

			“Anything. Maybe some minced-meat cutlets? And another sake cup. There’s a lot left over here.”

			“Give me a few minutes.”

			Once I got my meal and was sipping at the sake, I pulled out my copy of Where the Wind Finds the Wagon. If it weren’t for Yamamoto inviting me out, I would probably have finished it by now.

			My fears about being able to read in a busy restaurant turned out to be unfounded. Yamamoto’s quiet snoring didn’t bother me, either, leaving me free to immerse myself in the world of the novel.

			To put it simply, Where the Wind Finds the Wagon was a love story disguised as a mystery. Told from the perspective of the wife of a private detective, it effortlessly conveyed the sorrows of men and their endless nonsensical contradictions, along with the strength and cunning nature of their various female counterparts. Because of this, even though the plot was a little outlandish, I could still immerse myself in the story and empathize with each of its characters.

			It was by no means a classic tearjerker, but by the time I reached the climax, I couldn’t hold back. When the couple parted ways so unexpectedly, as if to deny any possibility of a sequel, I burst into sobs.

			Only when I moved to dab my eyes with a paper napkin did I realize most of the other diners had left. Apart from Yamamoto and my old man, the only other customer still seated was a woman I hadn’t noticed earlier, who looked to be about the same age as Madam, the regular at the store. She was dressed casually, in a turtleneck sweater and wide pants, but she possessed a captivating beauty, along with a vague air of vulnerability. She was the physical embodiment of how I had imagined the wife from Where the Wind Finds the Wagon.

			The woman turned her attention our way. Maybe she was an editor at one of the publishing houses nearby? I shot my old man a quick glance. Who is she? He kept on with his work, giving an ever-so-slight shake of his head. No idea.

			“That’s an old book you’ve got there.”

			It took me a moment to realize she was speaking to me.

			“Oh…Er, sorry…”

			The woman flashed me a warm smile. “Do you like Kenya Onishi?” she asked.

			She, too, had a book in her hands—an old translated mystery novel that Koyanagi once told me was worth a read.

			I wiped away my tears and shook my head. “To be honest, I wasn’t really a fan up until I read this one.”

			The woman’s eyes twitched slightly. Maybe she was a fan—or even his editor? As a bookstore clerk, I should have known better than to say anything negative about an author, but I couldn’t help myself. Where the Wind Finds the Wagon was simply head and shoulders above Kenya Onishi’s other works.

			“Did you appreciate the other novels more after reading this one, at least?”

			I shook my head. “The opposite.”

			“Why so?”

			“They were such a letdown. He’s capable of writing masterpieces like this, but his recent works haven’t even come close. Why don’t his editors urge him to really go for it…? I’m sorry if you’re a big fan of his.”

			“No need to apologize…” the woman murmured, her voice so soft I could barely hear it.

			Of course, it wasn’t just Kenya Onishi. So many authors fell into the same trap. To me, it didn’t matter if a book was a success or a failure. I just hated it when writers so obviously cut corners. Whenever I read something from an author who had clearly resigned themselves to churning out a subpar novel—well, it was the most bitter of pills to swallow.

			“May I ask your name? Mine’s Enako Ishino. I’m just a housewife.”

			“Ah, right. Kyoko Tanihara. I work at a bookstore.”

			“You’re a bookseller?”

			“Yes. But I’m also—”

			The daughter of the restaurant owner. Before I could finish, however, Yamamoto suddenly shot bolt upright. After bringing the sake cup still clutched tight in his hands to his lips for a moment, he slammed it back down on the table and started furiously scribbling something on a chopstick sleeve. I had never seen him act so strange before, and that was saying something.

			“That’s a great idea!” he shouted at the top of his voice. “Let’s give it a shot!”

			“Huh? Wh-What are you…?”

			“There’s always more we can do to support our authors! So let’s do it!”

			“Do what?”

			“Hold a signing with Kenya Onishi! Sure, he may be a bestselling author, but we can’t let his fame scare us off! We’ll keep at him! He might even appreciate our dedication and agree to it, don’t you think?”

			Having issued this unilateral declaration, he laid his head down and nodded off again. I glanced at the table and noticed Enako Ishino’s name scribbled on the chopstick sleeve. I didn’t have the faintest clue what was going on. It didn’t matter how enthusiastic or ambitious Yamamoto might be—there was zero chance Kenya Onishi would agree to a book-signing event.

			I turned my gaze to Ishino, judging from her strained expression that she had understood the problem at once—Kenya Onishi was an anonymous writer.

			In his sleep, Yamamoto continued to mumble under his breath. “We will make it happen. So don’t tell me you’re quitting, Kyoko Tanihara. Please. I need you.”

			He was going to extreme lengths here, even though there was literally nothing to change my mind about.

			But all the same, that fact didn’t stop a strange feeling from welling up inside me, telling me I couldn’t afford to leave him on his own—not when he could barely tell the floor from the ceiling.

		

	
		
			
				2

				How Can Authors Be So Stupid?

			
			“Oh, Kyoko Tanioka! That thing we talked about—it looks like it’s going to work out.”

			As always, Yamamoto had zero sense of timing. Here I was, in the middle of the usual pre-opening chaos, and he just waltzed up, all cheerful and chatty. It was positively infuriating.

			And what was with him getting my name wrong? Again?

			“Oh, uh-huh. Sure. Thanks,” I answered impulsively, though I had absolutely no idea what he meant by that thing. Not that it mattered. Besides, if I stopped working for idle chitchat, how would it look to the part-timers who were busy busting their asses restocking the shelves with bleary eyes? I didn’t even bother correcting him.

			But Yamamoto didn’t leave. He just stood there, lingering. Aggravating. I sighed, shooting him a tired glance—leaving him looking genuinely crestfallen at my lack of enthusiasm. Like a puppy that had just been abandoned.

			Fine! If he started trying to help unpack the boxes, it would just slow us down, so I bowed to the others and stepped away. We were drowning in work, but the university student part-timers understood, flashing me pitying looks.

			“So, uh…what exactly is that thing?” I asked.

			He cast me a cheeky grin. He actually had the audacity to say, “Oh, don’t worry! I’ll tell everyone during the morning meeting. Got to keep some mystery around, right? You’re so impatient, Kyoko Tanihara!”

			With that, he puffed out his chest and strutted off.

			I felt a twitch in my forehead, my shoulders trembling with silent rage.

			Then why did he bring it up in the first place?! Was he just trying to mess with me?!

			He was just too much.

			I swear, I am so quitting this job!

			

			—

			The morning staff meeting kicked off twenty minutes before opening. As usual, it was a pointless affair—a time sink where everyone’s frustrations gathered like looming storm clouds. If Musashino Books had its own dictionary, the entry for morning staff meeting would probably read a colossal waste of time.

			Yamamoto was droning on as usual, regurgitating some self-improvement book he had probably skimmed through only once.

			“Okay, everyone. As you know, my door is always open. But that being said, not all ideas are created equal. Think first, then bring them to me. I trust you all know this already, but I hope you’ll remember that even if you make a mistake, I’ll always remain calm and composed.”

			This must be what a failing cult feels like, I thought to myself.

			Lately, I had noticed something. Yamamoto loved saying, I trust you all know this already. Yeah, no. We didn’t. And we didn’t want to.

			He kept rambling on about nothing, clearly enjoying the sound of his own voice, until finally—almost as an afterthought—he got to that thing.

			“Oh, and next month, we’ll be hosting an author Q&A and book signing here at the store. This was Kyoko Tanihara’s idea, by the way!”

			Wait, what?

			I barely had time to process this before Yamamoto smugly tapped his nose, like he had just revealed a state secret.

			“Originally, I tried to get Kenya Onishi, but, well, you know how it is. A super high-level author like him is too busy for the likes of us. So, unfortunately, we had to settle for someone else instead…”

			No, no, no, no. Kenya Onishi didn’t do signings because he published under a pen name. We had been over this! And did he seriously just say that he had settled for another author? How did he think they would feel if they knew he was talking about them like that? No doubt it was one of those self-help gurus he was so into, right?

			I was still choking on venom when Yamamoto glanced my way with a defiant grin. “We’ve invited Akatsuki Tomita to the store for the launch of his new book.”

			“…What?”

			That one slipped out.

			I wasn’t the only one who was stunned. Across the room, someone let out a high-pitched squeal—Isoda, who was now working in the literature section. Most of the other staff just looked indifferent. But Isoda and I? We were huge Tomita fans.

			Seeing Isoda’s reaction, Yamamoto got cocky and continued: “He might not be as famous as Onishi, but he’s still pretty busy. So let’s make sure we don’t embarrass ourselves. Maybe read a few of his books beforehand.”

			Everyone looked awkward. Some were even glaring at me, clearly thinking, What the hell have you got us into, Tanihara?

			And honestly? I felt the same way.

			I mean, yes, this was amazing. Akatsuki Tomita, here, at our store? I wanted his autograph on my dog-eared copy of The One and Only Eden. I had a million questions I needed to ask.

			But somehow, I just couldn’t be happy about it. And not just because Yamamoto had tainted the experience.

			Up front, Isoda kept sneaking glances at me, her face flushed with excitement.

			Ever since Koyanagi had left, Isoda had been my closest ally. She understood me, and I understood her.

			I met her gaze and gave her a nod.

			She got the message loud and clear—Meet me at Isabelle after work.

			

			—

			After working overtime, I headed to the café, where I found Isoda engrossed in a paperback copy of The One and Only Eden. It looked brand-new.

			“Sorry, I got held back at the last minute. A customer asked me to wrap an insane number of gift cards. I’m exhausted. Oh, I’ll have the black soybean cocoa,” I said, looking up at the waiter who had just brought my water.

			As I placed my order, I noticed that Isoda was drinking the same thing.

			She smiled a little, looking somewhat pleased. I took a deep breath to calm my nerves. I was happy that Isoda and I were closer now, that she seemed comfortable around me. But the thing was, I had gone through elementary, middle, and high school without ever being in a sports club or anything like that, so I had no clue how to handle this new dynamic between us.

			Even at work, I was much better at dealing with senior colleagues—people like Koyanagi, who I had absolutely adored, or even our imbecile of a manager. I had no problem speaking my mind to them. But it was a different story altogether with my younger coworkers. The idea of people looking up to me left me feeling intensely uncomfortable.

			Isoda put the book away. “It’s fine. I enjoyed reading The One and Only Eden again after so long. It must have been a nuisance wrapping all those gift cards. I would have helped if you’d told me earlier.”

			“Nah, the woman who asked for them was kind of a nightmare. I didn’t want to drag you into it.”

			“Just let me know next time, okay?”

			“Sure. Thanks. Things have gotten pretty crazy, huh?”

			“You mean with Akatsuki Tomita? I know, right? I had no idea! I literally gasped when I found out. And you didn’t say a word, Tanihara!”

			“I didn’t know, either.”

			“But Yamamoto said it was your idea!”

			“He’s just saying that. I had nothing to do with it.”

			“Really? I mean, isn’t it weird, though? Actually, Tanihara, sorry—before we get into this, can I ask you something?”

			Isoda suddenly got serious. Whatever it was, I could tell it was going to be a pain just from the look on her face. But I couldn’t bring myself to say no. Because, well…I didn’t want her to dislike me.

			“Sure. What is it? You’re making me nervous.”

			She looked at me intently before speaking. “Is there something going on between you and Yamamoto?”

			“…What do you mean?”

			“It’s just, don’t you think it’s weird? Ever since we started meeting here, the way he looks at you has changed.”

			“Changed how?”

			“Like he’s always watching you. And it’s like…I don’t know, he’s giving you a look. Like you two share some kind of secret.”

			I was speechless. Absolutely floored. The only thing I could do was glare at Isoda in disgust.

			“Are you being serious right now?” I managed at last.

			“Yeah…” Isoda said, tilting her head coyly.

			Oh, come on. That is not like you, you little brat. I forced myself to swallow my irritation and instead offered her a smile. “Yeah, what?”

			“Other people have noticed, too.”

			“Who? What exactly are they saying?”

			“The other staff, obviously. They’re all saying the same thing—that something’s going on between you two. Look, this isn’t easy for me to bring up, okay? Please don’t make me repeat it.”

			There it was. This was the Isoda I knew—getting defensive when cornered. But there was absolutely zero truth to the rumors. I wished I could curl up and cry.

			“Seriously? Yamamoto? Come on, give me a break.”

			I hoped my exasperation would get through to her.

			“I know, but—”

			“No. Just…no. The thought alone makes me sick. If you were being accused of something like that, how would you feel?”

			One of the things that made stories so powerful was the way they let you experience life as someone else. That was why book lovers tended to be good at imagining how others felt. At least, that was what Koyanagi had told me. But for some reason, the book lovers I knew were all as stubborn as rocks and utterly oblivious to other people’s feelings.

			Isoda considered this, studying me while chewing her lip.

			“That would be hell,” she admitted, as if forcing the words out.

			I nodded encouragingly. “Right? I mean, it’s ridiculous.”

			Just thinking about that cheap, fake smile—like something mass-produced for a department store display—left a bitter taste in my mouth. To be linked romantically with him was nothing short of character assassination. If rumors like that were really going around, there was no way I would be able to keep working at the store. But at the same time, I couldn’t pretend I had no idea where this might have come from. Not after that evening at Miharu.

			That irrational, overwhelming need to make sure he wasn’t left alone…It was a lapse in judgment, a moment of weakness, and it still made me cringe just thinking about it.

			“Don’t mention this again, okay? At least not to me. And definitely not to him. There’s nothing between us. There never was. So, please, enough with the creepy theories.” I shook my head, signaling that I wasn’t going to entertain any more lurid speculation.

			Isoda looked down, embarrassed. “Sorry. I won’t bring it up again.”

			I exhaled into my cup of cocoa, trying to calm the storm of emotions churning inside me.

			“I don’t know why Yamamoto said it was my idea, but anyway, getting Akatsuki Tomita to come is a huge deal,” I said, changing the subject.

			Isoda’s expression brightened immediately. “Right! But that’s what makes it so weird. Out of all the authors out there, why would he invite someone who has a direct connection to you? Doesn’t it seem like there’s more to it?”

			“Isoda?”

			“Yeah, yeah. Sorry. I’ll stop.”

			“I never said anything to him. And if I could invite anyone I wanted, I don’t think I would have picked Tomita.”

			“Really? Why not?”

			“No real reason.”

			“But you wrote a glowing recommendation for The One and Only Eden. He’s an author you admire, isn’t he?”

			“Well, yeah. I do admire him.”

			“Then why not?”

			“I don’t know…I mean, there are a lot of authors I feel strongly about. And okay, so I wrote that recommendation, but it’s not like I’ve ever met Tomita in person.”

			Isoda didn’t even try to hide her skepticism, and I knew I wasn’t being particularly convincing.

			She wasn’t wrong—I did have a connection with Tomita. Writing that recommendation for The One and Only Eden had been a watershed moment for me. And the book was, without a doubt, a masterpiece. It followed three high school girls who didn’t fit in—at home, at school, in society—and I couldn’t help but relate to their plight.

			The novel managed to capture the suffocating, inescapable pressure that exists in every social circle. Each and every sentiment felt so painfully relevant, so contemporary, that it made me uneasy in a way I had never experienced before.

			Knowing that a novelist my own age had put those feelings into words…somehow, I found that comforting. It felt like it was my duty as a bookseller to help introduce Tomita to the world.

			The best part of Koyanagi submitting my comment was the envelope that had arrived with the final promotional materials. Inside was a three-page handwritten letter from Tomita himself.

			I had locked myself in the back office and carefully pored over every word. His tone was completely different from what I had expected.

			He was incredibly down-to-earth. He was excited to hear that we were the same age, and he told me how much it meant to him to have someone like me in the industry to champion his work. I had never felt so validated as a bookseller before—it was enough to bring tears to my eyes.

			But I didn’t cry. Because his closing comments didn’t sit well with me.

			“I’m so happy that I can share my dream with a bookseller from my own generation. I hope to find more people like you. But for now, Tanihara, you’re the first. I guess that’s one guaranteed vote for me in this year’s Booksellers’ Awards, huh?”

			Maybe saying they didn’t sit well wasn’t quite fair.

			I had already decided, from the moment I read the book, that I would cast my vote for The One and Only Eden. I even suspected it might win.

			But my vague sense of unease upon reading the letter turned into something more defined when the shortlist was announced. Despite selling more than thirty thousand copies, The One and Only Eden didn’t even make it into the top ten.

			Right before the announcement, Tomita had started posting on social media.

			No word yet. Guess that means I didn’t make the cut.

			Not surprised. The publisher never seemed all that invested. I’m not even disappointed.

			I’m just…kind of losing faith in people.

			What was the point of all those glowing reviews from booksellers? Were they just empty words?

			At one store I visited, they had multiple displays for The One and Only Eden. Two days later, I went back to buy a different book, and every last one of them had been replaced with something else.

			What’s the point of flattery if it’s just to make authors feel good?

			Sorry. I said I wasn’t disappointed, but I guess I am. Just for today, let me vent. I’m feeling a little betrayed.

			The replies were full of sympathy. A few suggested that maybe he shouldn’t air these thoughts so publicly, but there was no backlash—most people were on his side.

			I had always thought The One and Only Eden was the kind of book that naturally attracted devoted fans. And sure enough, Tomita’s following exploded.

			I doubt he did it intentionally, but his posts gradually became more openly critical of the publishing industry. Eventually, he even floated the idea of abandoning traditional publishing altogether.

			Maybe I should just self-publish from now on. Would you guys still support me?

			His fans lapped it up, cheering him on with comments like No need to let those lazy publishers and bookstores leech off of you!

			Around that time, I started hearing more and more troubling rumors about him from sales reps and the occasional editor who stopped by the store.

			“I wouldn’t call it criticism, exactly…but he does seem like a difficult person to work with.”

			They all wore the same uncomfortable expression, but I refused to let their words get to me. I wanted to trust only what I saw with my own eyes.

			I know it was a common sentiment, but I believed a novelist should put their writing first, above everything else, even social media. I realized my way of thinking was old-fashioned, but even when all the noise came from a writer I liked, I couldn’t bring myself to enjoy it. If they had time to spare, I would rather they used it to finish their next book.

			Their job was to turn those little tweets into stories. That wasn’t just an empty platitude—it was how I felt deep down. Maybe there was some jealousy mixed in, too, but it made me uneasy whenever I saw an author getting chummy with some bookseller online.

			Then again, it probably wasn’t any of my business. Even if the social media exchanges seemed meaningless to outsiders, if they helped a novelist work their magic, who was I to complain? At the end of the day, it was their books that mattered. Writers should be judged solely by what they put on the page.

			Regardless, the feelings of disquiet were still fresh in my mind when I received an advance copy of Tomita’s second novel. The publisher had sent it over with a note: “We really appreciated your support last time.” But as I read it, my disappointment only intensified.

			It wasn’t bad, exactly. The writing was still polished, and it had that same gut-wrenching intensity as his debut did.

			But the story didn’t surpass his first book. It was common for second novels to fall short. Debuts often boiled down everything an author had lived through up to that point—it wasn’t easy for a follow-up to top that.

			But what frustrated me was that Tomita himself had seemed to accept defeat so readily.

			Trying too hard to outdo a successful debut and ending up with a clumsy mess—that I could forgive. But letting an attitude of Yeah, this should be good enough seep into the pages felt to me like the greater crime.

			To put it bluntly, his second book came across as a calculated attempt to replicate his debut. But maybe I was just overthinking it. It wasn’t bad, after all. So I went ahead and wrote my endorsement, though I was more careful with my wording this time.

			My lengthy, twenty-odd-line review ended up getting condensed to just two sentences: “Great! My heart was pounding with excitement.” Fine. And it didn’t bother me that I was lumped in with nearly forty other booksellers.

			When I didn’t receive another thank-you letter from the author, well, that, too, made sense.

			Still, the nagging feeling in my chest wouldn’t go away. And I couldn’t blame anything but the book itself.

			That ache solidified into outright distrust when I read his third novel. It was his first serialized work, compiled into book form. And this time, there was no doubt—he was just writing the same thing all over again. Maybe the publisher had pushed for it, but either way, his once razor-sharp prose had dulled. It didn’t feel carefully crafted anymore—it felt churned out.

			They asked me for another endorsement, but I declined.

			The book still sold well, of course. But I didn’t bother reading his fourth or fifth novels.

			Meanwhile, the rumors about him mistreating his editors persisted, which didn’t make me any more inclined to pick up his books.

			Then, when we received another advance copy a few weeks ago, I couldn’t even bring myself to open it.

			It had never occurred to me that my store might end up hosting a signing event for that very book.

			I took a sip of my now lukewarm cocoa and sighed. Across the table, Isoda gave me a puzzled look.

			Should I warn my sweet, innocent junior colleague to brace herself?

			No clear answer came to mind, so I just plastered on my best polite smile.

			

			—

			The tickets to Akatsuki Tomita’s event sold out in no time. We even got inquiries from other prefectures, which just went to show how much pull a bestselling author could have.

			It didn’t matter if an author was difficult to deal with, so long as the work itself was up to scratch. This whole affair served as yet another reminder of that simple truth. The closer we got to the event, though, the more my sense of dread grew.

			Just let the book be good.

			But when I flipped through the pages of Atonement, I couldn’t even pretend it was a solid effort. I was frustrated the entire time I was reading it. And when I was finished, I literally sat there holding my head in my hands. How the hell am I supposed to recommend this to customers?

			Then again, maybe I was the problem. Maybe I was expecting too much. Maybe I had set the bar so high for Tomita that I wasn’t judging the book fairly. I clung to that small, desperate hope.

			Back when she still worked here, Koyanagi and I had an inside joke about the Tanihara Effect and the Reverse Tanihara Effect. It came from a pattern we had noticed—whenever I got really excited about a book and pushed it on her, her reaction was always “It was good, but was it really that good?”

			On the other hand, when I ranted about how terrible something was, she would come back with “I didn’t think it was that bad. There were plenty of good moments.”

			It all came down to expectations. If you went in expecting something amazing, it was hard for a book to live up to that. But if you approached it thinking it was going to be absolute trash, even a half-decent effort could surprise you.

			Koyanagi found this phenomenon hilarious. She was the one who had named both patterns, and she even went so far as to extend the theory to things beyond books.

			“I bet it applies to people, too,” she said, laughing. “Imagine if you introduced someone by saying, Oh my God, she’s drop-dead gorgeous! The guy’s going to end up disappointed, right? But if you went, Oh, she’s a bit of a mess, he’d probably say, What? No, she’s actually kind of cute. I think that’s just how it works.”

			At the time, I had gone along with her. Now, looking at Atonement, I had to wonder—had I fallen into my own trap? Maybe I had let the impact of Tomita’s debut work color my expectations too much, and I wasn’t seeing the book for what it really was.

			Maybe it wasn’t really so bad?

			But that fragile hope was shattered the next morning, the day after I had lent Isoda the advance copy.

			It was shelving time when she came storming over, positively fuming. “Tanihara! What on earth was that all about? It was awful!”

			Her remarks were so blunt, so scathing, that they caught me off guard. “Er…Um…It wasn’t that bad, was it?”

			She let out a sharp huff. “I’ve only read The One and Only Eden before, so I was shocked. Are all of his recent books like this?”

			“No…I don’t think they’re this bad.”

			“So you do think it was bad!”

			“No, that’s not what I—”

			“Well, I’m not recommending it.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Just because we’re hosting a signing for him doesn’t mean I’m going to push a bad book on our customers.”

			This was classic Isoda—pure, unfiltered integrity. No sucking up, no playing the game merely to meet other people’s expectations.

			“If we were going to do this, we should have done it back when The One and Only Eden came out. Why are we bringing him in now, for this?”

			“Well, I didn’t exactly—”

			“And what the hell is his editor thinking? How did that book even make it into print?”

			She spat the words out, like she was personally offended.

			Right then, Yamamoto sauntered over, catching us mid-rant.

			“Hey, you two. Less chat, more grind. The younger staff look up to you. The way you act sets the tone for the whole store.”

			The moment I saw that smug, all-knowing look on his face, my vision turned white.

			For the first time in my twenty-eight years of life, I came face-to-face with a violent impulse lurking inside me. If I were a hot-blooded schoolboy, I probably would have grabbed him by the collar, eyes blazing, and growled, “The hell you just say to me?”

			Did he even get it? Did he have any idea what a mess he had created? The more I thought about it, the angrier I got.

			I glanced at Isoda. Her eyes were even wider than mine—so wide I was starting to worry she would actually lose consciousness. Or, worse, snap. Her expression was frozen somewhere between sheer disbelief and pure, unfiltered rage.

			She looked like she was about five seconds away from mauling Yamamoto like a rabid dog.

			I held out a hand to stop her, then turned back to him.

			Isoda’s words echoed in my head. Why the hell did we invite Tomita for a book like this?

			I stared at Yamamoto, waiting for an answer he wasn’t even aware he owed me. He just looked at us blankly, his brows slightly furrowed, like he was struggling to grasp why we were so upset.

			There was no way he had read it. And not just Atonement—the same went for The One and Only Eden and all Tomita’s other titles. He simply saw the sales numbers, figured Tomita was a big name, and pulled some strings with one of his publishing contacts. That was it.

			There was no point in talking to him. He obviously didn’t have the faintest inkling how difficult Tomita could be to work with.

			I let out a long, bone-weary sigh.

			Now, thanks to our absolute moron of a manager and his half-baked enthusiasm, we would be stuck dealing with the fallout.

			

			—

			A week before the event, a shipment of Akatsuki Tomita’s Atonement arrived at the store, each volume wrapped in an unnecessarily flashy cover.

			We couldn’t afford to let anything go wrong. Sure, I told myself, maybe the book wasn’t that great. And yes, I had my fair share of complaints about Yamamoto. But that didn’t change the fact that we were the ones who had invited Tomita. The author had to leave feeling that he had been treated well.

			What really solidified that conviction for me was seeing Isoda arranging copies of Atonement with the kind of expression you might expect to find in the dictionary under the word discontent.

			It was never easy calling out a motivated junior colleague like Isoda. I’ll say it again—I didn’t grow up in a tough, sports-club environment, so these kinds of situations were not my strong suit.

			Tomorrow. I’ll tell her tomorrow, I repeated to myself, but before I knew it, the event was right around the corner.

			

			—

			Three nights before the signing, I dropped by Miharu on my day off. I had been hoping to talk things over with Enako Ishino, the enigmatic customer who had been showing up a lot lately. Unfortunately, there was no sign of her.

			I spent my time reading and drinking beer. Once the dinner rush had settled down, I turned to my dad. “Hey, does that Ishino lady come by a lot?”

			“Huh? You mean that tight-lipped housewife?” My dad and I were clearly on the same wavelength. “Yeah, she’s been dropping by pretty often lately.”

			“Doesn’t she look kind of familiar to you?”

			“Familiar how?”

			“I don’t know, I just feel like I’ve seen her before. Do you remember taking me to that bookstore in Jimbocho when I was little?”

			“Jimbocho?”

			“Yeah, on Sundays, when the restaurant was closed. There was this really pretty lady who worked at one of the shops, and she used to help me pick out picture books. I was just wondering if maybe Ishino was that lady from back then…But that would be crazy, right?”

			“Whoa, whoa, slow down. What are you talking about?” My dad finally set down the knife he had been holding and looked up at me. “I don’t remember any bookstore lady. Heck, I don’t even remember taking you to Jimbocho. You’re sure that was me?”

			“It was you.”

			“Huh. And what makes you think that lady was Ishino?”

			“Just a feeling. She’s about the right age. And I don’t know…maybe the way she smells?”

			“The way she smells?”

			“Yeah. She has this really gentle scent. Makes me think that if she wrote a book, it’d be something warm, something kind. Like a picture book, maybe.”

			“What are you going on about? You’ve lost me.”

			My old man had a habit of shooting me down like that, but I wasn’t offended.

			“Yeah, you’re probably right. It sounds pretty far-fetched.”

			Dinner at home would be a nice little reset. Tomorrow—tomorrow, I was going to work up the courage to talk to Isoda. I steeled myself as I left the restaurant—when my phone started ringing in my bag.

			The screen lit up: Kinashi (Part-Timer). We had swapped numbers, but I didn’t remember her actually calling me before.

			It was 10:00 p.m. Considering she was one of the most reliable university-student employees we had—light years ahead of Yamamoto, at any rate—this could only mean bad news.

			“Sorry to bother you so late, Tanihara. I—um, I’m really sorry to call at this hour,” she began, sounding flustered.

			I tried to keep my tone light. “No worries, Kinashi. What’s up?”

			“I—I might be mistaken, but…I think Akatsuki Tomita dropped by the store today.”

			“Wait, what? You mean with his editor or—”

			“No, alone. I think he came to check out the store.”

			The first thought to cross my mind was how lucky I was that today was my day off. I fully realized how selfish that was of me.

			But at the same time, I wasn’t off the hook. Judging by Kinashi’s tone, the visit hadn’t gone well.

			“Okay. And?”

			“He was asking the staff a lot of questions—about books they’d recommended, the latest bestsellers, and about tickets for the signing event.”

			Ah. If that was it, then we were probably fine. Even if one of us had suggested another author’s book, that shouldn’t have been something to get worked up about. At the end of the day, that was our job. And the tickets for the event had already sold out.

			I thought I could relax, but Kinashi’s voice remained tense.

			“And?” I prompted reluctantly.

			Her tone grew even more somber. “It was when he was talking to Isoda. He asked about Akatsuki Tomita’s new book, and…Isoda started recommending his debut novel instead. Even when he asked again about the new book, she kept pushing The One and Only Eden. I thought something weird was going on, so I glanced over to catch a glimpse of his face, and I—I just knew.”

			I could picture the whole thing. Suppressing my dread, I forced myself to keep my voice calm. “Kinashi. Do you know what Tomita looks like?”

			“There’s a huge sign with his picture on it for the event, right? And there are other photos of him all around the store. He was wearing a knit cap, but honestly, I don’t get how no one else noticed.”

			I understood exactly what she meant. When you’re the only one freaking out about something, it can make you wonder how everyone else seems so relaxed. It’s a tough place to be, and it can leave you feeling incredibly lonely.

			“I’m sorry. I wish I could have been there.”

			“It’s not your fault, Tanihara.”

			“Still, I’m really sorry. Did anything else happen?”

			“I was helping another customer, so I didn’t see everything…But from what I could tell, Tomita kept walking around the store afterward, looking really irritated. By the time he left—without buying anything—he seemed pretty upset.”

			“Okay. Thanks for letting me know.”

			“Sorry to call out of the blue, Tanihara. I guess I should’ve reported it to the manager first, but you know…”

			I could understand why she trailed off. Unlike some of the part-timers who still saw Yamamoto as competent or dependable, Kinashi had already written him off. That was exactly why I trusted her more than I did the others.

			“It’s okay. I get it. Thank you for telling me.”

			I repeated my thanks just to be sure she knew I meant it. Then I hung up and started walking from Kagurazaka to Iidabashi Station, glancing down at my phone as my heart pounded in my chest.

			Fortunately, Tomita hadn’t posted anything new on social media since yesterday.

			But just as I stepped onto the train back to my apartment in Mitaka, his first post of the day went live, as if he had been waiting for the perfect moment.

			This happened about a year ago, but it was one of the most infuriating experiences I’ve ever had. I’m going to write it all out, as much as I can remember.

			His die-hard fans jumped on it immediately.

			“Yesss, it’s been a while since we got some venom from you!”

			“I’ve been waiting for this!”

			It seemed this was a regular occurrence for him.

			Somehow, even though it was rush hour, I managed to find a seat. Not that it registered with me that I had actually sat down. I was too busy reading, cold sweat seeping from my every pore as the posts kept rolling in.

			So this happened at a certain bookstore.

			The manager there personally asked me to do a signing event for them.

			Not through my publisher or anything—the manager just slid into my DMs out of nowhere.

			Of course, I assumed it was for my new release, so I said yes. But get this—the manager had no idea I even had a new book coming out.

			What was behind them even inviting me?

			Looking back, I had a bad feeling from the start. But I’m a nobody, a rookie writer, and I didn’t have the guts to say no.

			The bad feeling in my gut was no doubt infinitely worse than the one Tomita had had back then.

			No—that was too optimistic. It was naive to think of this as back then. I couldn’t help but visualize Yamamoto’s clueless face. If I took everything Tomita was saying and applied it to today, it fit together all too neatly.

			He must have been copying and pasting something he had already written, as the posts kept pouring in, all of them lining up exactly with Kinashi’s report.

			I started getting nervous about how the bookstore was handling things.

			But, hey, I happened to need a book, and I just so happened to be in the area, so I figured I’d stop by.

			The signing event was three days away, but my new release was shoved off to the side, barely displayed at all.

			I stood there, staring at the display, feeling miserable, when a woman who said she was in charge of the literature section approached me.

			For some reason, the store had plastered the place with flyers complete with my photo for the signing (something, by the way, that I never authorized).

			And then this rude, stuck-up saleswoman kept pushing my old book, The One and Only Eden, that’s already been out in paperback for ages.

			I tried asking her what she thought of my new release, but instead of answering, she just tried to sell me some other author’s book. Seriously, I wanted to cry.

			Then I spotted my books tossed into what looked like the returns pile.

			On top of that, one of the posters for my event was peeling off the wall, and a staff member just walked right past it, pretending not to see.

			I mean, am I cursed or something? It was like everything that could go wrong did go wrong. I figured it was my fault for not being important enough to deserve better treatment.

			At that point, I figured I should at least say hi to the manager before I left.

			And that was when things hit rock bottom.

			Right as that post went up, my train pulled into Mitaka Station.

			My clothes were drenched in sweat, as if I had just staggered through a desert. I was starting to feel nauseated.

			I couldn’t take any more of this. With my phone in hand, I pushed through the ticket gate, trying not to think about whether the signing was still going ahead. Would Tomita end up canceling?

			Honestly, maybe that would be for the best.

			I was about to close the app, trying to make peace with that thought, when one last post caught my eye.

			The manager who invited me—who had the nerve to reach out personally—didn’t even realize who I was. He stared at the poster for my own signing event and said, all casual and clueless, Wow, Toyama is really popular these days, isn’t he? Can you believe it?

			

			—

			I didn’t want to get Isoda in trouble, and I didn’t want Yamamoto to make things any worse than they already were, so in the end, I said nothing.

			

			—

			The event wasn’t canceled. There wasn’t even a hint of trouble brewing. And just like that, the day of the signing arrived.

			The morning shift was almost unnervingly uneventful. During the staff meeting, Yamamoto wheeled out yet another of his meaningless, rambling speeches.

			“No matter what happens, I’ll protect all of you. So don’t worry about anything—just stand firm in what you believe is right. People tend to get caught up in trivial matters, but we can’t afford to lose sight of our true purpose. For us, that means putting as many wonderful books as possible into the hands of our customers. More than that, it means nurturing the flame of reading and passing it down to the next generation. As long as we stay true to that purpose, everything else is just background noise. I’ll take full responsibility. I believe in you all.”

			I had no idea where he had cribbed this from, but none of it rang true. He could puff himself up with all the confidence in the world, spouting the most grandiose ideals, and it would fail to move me in the slightest.

			I glanced at Kinashi. Her fists were clenched, eyes fixed on the floor. If you looked up distrust in the Musashino Books dictionary, it would have an image of her face right next to it.

			She had also checked Tomita’s social media profile after we hung up that night, texting me:

			
				This is about today, right?

			

			
				Our store is in serious trouble, isn’t it?

			

			
				Should I have reported this to Yamamoto when it happened?

			

			
				Tomita is never going to do another event with us, is he?

			

			
				I’m really sorry, Tanihara…

			

			Her messages kept on coming, each one heavier than the last. Reading them, I felt even more dejected than I had while scrolling through Tomita’s posts.

			What a joke. Yamamoto had the nerve to say, I’ll take responsibility, while a part-time university student making barely 900 yen an hour was left shouldering all this stress. Nurturing the flame of reading and passing it down to the next generation? Give me a break. Forget the lofty speeches—just start pulling your weight.

			For the first time in a while, I felt a burst of real anger toward him, not just irritation.

			The rest of the day, the store was eerily quiet—the calm before the storm. The background music was the only sound filling the sales floor, but the air was thick with apprehension.

			Of course, I knew exactly where it was coming from—Kinashi and me.

			“Why do you look so uptight today? It’s kind of intimidating,” Isoda asked hesitantly during lunch, sensing something amiss.

			I forced a smile. “Do I? I’m fine. Totally fine.”

			But my half-eaten bento box told a different story. Normally, I would have finished it in five minutes. Today, I could barely manage a bite.

			For a midsized bookstore like Musashino Books, an event with an author was a rare occasion. Unlike the major stores in Shinjuku or Jimbocho, we hardly ever hosted them.

			Most of the time, the closest we got to interacting with authors was when they dropped by to sign stock. That was manageable—twenty minutes of polite small talk, and then it was over. If it was a writer I really admired, I would get so nervous I could barely speak, followed later by a fresh bout of self-loathing. But I was capable of handling basic signings without completely falling apart.

			A Q&A, however, was a different ball game entirely.

			Tomita would be in the store for an extended period, and since we were the ones who invited him, we had to treat him with the utmost courtesy—all while already embroiled in a spat with him.

			Some of his sharper fans had already started questioning things online.

			“Was this really a year ago?”

			“Isn’t he talking about Musashino Books?”

			Tomita hadn’t responded to any of those comments. The fact that he wasn’t denying it was taken as confirmation.

			The hours crawled by.

			The tension that had been simmering in different pockets of the store gradually converged, reaching the breaking point exactly one hour before the event, when, at 5:00 p.m., a group of about ten people strolled through the main entrance, moving in formation like a daimyo’s retinue from centuries past.

			I wasn’t sure who everyone was, but among them was a woman with an aura like the night itself. A man, who I assumed was Tomita’s editor from Aoi Press, approached me.

			“Thank you for having us today. I’m Miyake from Aoi Press. Could you take us to the person in charge of the signing event?”

			I didn’t recognize him, and the sales rep I was familiar with wasn’t there. Behind Miyake, Tomita was chatting with the mysterious woman, looking like he was enjoying himself.

			I suddenly felt out of my depth. Technically, this was my responsibility, as the head of the literature section, but before I could think, I blurted out, “J-Just a moment, please,” turned on my heel, and fled.

			I brought Yamamoto over. He, somehow, was perfectly calm. “Wow, thank you so much for coming to our little store today. So, uh…where’s Mr. Tomita?” he asked, scanning the group.

			“That would be me,” Tomita said, raising his hand with a smirk.

			Yamamoto, completely unfazed, responded with an unclouded, sunny smile. “It’s a pleasure to meet you! I’m Yamamoto, the manager of the Musashino Books Kichijoji branch. Thank you for taking the time out of your busy schedule to come all this way.”

			“Huh…?”

			“You know, you’re really different from how I imagined you based on your books.”

			“Oh? How so?”

			“Well, you’re more handsome than I pictured. I imagined someone more…bookish.”

			I watched their exchange nervously. So did everyone in Tomita’s circle, all of them wearing the same uneasy expression. That was when it clicked—they all knew about the incident the other day.

			“Tanihara…Tanihara…”

			I turned to see Isoda hiding behind me, using my body as a shield. Her face had gone completely pale.

			Normally so confident, she was trembling like a frightened little animal.

			“I—I know him. I know who he is—”

			“Yeah. It’s okay. I know, too.”

			“Huh? Know what?”

			“I know you know him, Isoda.”

			I had no intention of shaming her for the regret written all over her face. My frustration wasn’t with her. It was with Yamamoto, who was now practically glowing as he showered Tomita with effusive praise, spinning an elaborate web of lies about his supposed love for his books.

			How could he not realize? Just three days ago, he had come face-to-face with the very author he now claimed to be a huge fan of.

			

			—

			Even in the cramped back office—just ten tatami mats in size, nine of which were completely buried under boxes and supplies—Tomita never stopped smiling.

			The talk, held in the children’s reading corner, went off smoothly. The only major hiccup was having to create a makeshift standing area for a few extra fans who had found out about the event via social media, on top of the thirty people who had managed to get tickets.

			The fireworks, however, kicked off during the audience questions that followed. A few die-hard fans who hadn’t managed to get tickets started shooting away some uncomfortably sharp questions.

			One of them went straight for the jugular: “A few days ago, you posted a harsh critique of bookstores on your social media account. Given that, how do you see Musashino Books?”

			I held my breath. So did Kinashi. Even Isoda, who probably didn’t fully understand the question, stiffened. The man asking it wore a smirk, his face twisted with barely concealed malice.

			For a moment, I actually wondered if Tomita himself had orchestrated this—if he had planted this fan in the audience just to get that question asked.

			Of course, there was no way to prove that. And Tomita’s face remained as composed as ever.

			“Oh, not at all. Everyone here has been incredibly nice to me. Maybe they’re just being polite, but they all say they’re fans. It’s been a really pleasant experience.”

			A polite smattering of applause came from the seated guests. Yamamoto nodded in approval, and both Kinashi and I exhaled in relief.

			I thought that was it. All we had to do now was get through the signing session, then life could return to normal.

			But I should have known better than to let my guard down, because fate—or maybe the gods—seemed to take that as an invitation to wreak havoc.

			As if to dispel the peaceful atmosphere that had fallen over the room, Tomita suddenly added, “Ah, but…”

			The room froze. Only Yamamoto’s expression remained unchanged.

			“Now that I think about it, I haven’t heard anyone’s thoughts on my new book yet. Oh, wait—wasn’t there a staff member here who handles literary fiction? Let’s see…”

			Tomita flipped through a stack of business cards and plucked one out—Isoda’s.

			Just a few days ago, Isoda had proudly handed me her freshly printed card, excited to finally have one with her new title of Literary Fiction Specialist.

			“Yes, here we go. Isoda, are you here somewhere?” Tomita asked, his voice carrying through the microphone.

			There was no escape.

			From behind me, a tiny, insectlike voice squeaked, “Um…yes. That’s me…”

			Tomita gave an approving nod and gestured for her to come forward.

			When she hesitated, he beckoned to her again. Then, like an interviewer teeing up his next question, he held the audience mic out toward her. “So, what did you think of my new book, Atonement?”

			“Uh…Well…Um…I…”

			“You are Isoda, right? Makiko Isoda, the literary fiction specialist?”

			“Yes, that’s me…”

			“You’ve read my work before, haven’t you? My debut, The One and Only Eden, for example?”

			“Yes. I love that book.”

			“That’s great to hear. So…how about the new one?”

			“Um…Well…”

			“You haven’t read it?”

			“N-No, I have. I did read it.”

			Isoda cast a desperate glance in my direction, but all I could do was press my lips together.

			In a way, this was our punishment. We had torn into his book in secret, laughing and mocking, never thinking our words would escape the back office. As booksellers, maybe we should have kept those thoughts to ourselves. If we were going to voice them, we should at least have been ready to take responsibility for them.

			But even so, something about the way the room felt—the rising, predatory energy—made my skin crawl. It was the same feeling I got when watching internet mobs pounce on a victim.

			And then it clicked.

			I had seen this all before.

			Not this exact scenario, but something uncannily similar—in The One and Only Eden, no less. A passage that had struck me so deeply that I had highlighted it.

			There was no mistaking it. Tomita himself had written this scene, just a few years ago.

			I knew exactly what he was doing. He wanted Isoda to apologize in front of everyone for embarrassing him. And if she wouldn’t, he would force her—one way or another—to say the book was good.

			The tense, prickling silence dragged on. Isoda’s face was flushed red as she stammered, then finally dropped her gaze to the floor.

			“What’s wrong? You didn’t like it?” Tomita pressed, relentless.

			The editors, who were supposed to be mediating, just stood there watching, acting more like his personal fan club than industry professionals.

			I understood. Writers are solitary creatures. They work alone, pouring their very essence into their writing, only to have it picked apart for any old reason.

			I could see how they would grow paranoid, distrustful—that they would want to surround themselves with yes-men. And yet, I still admired them, because they created stories that touched my heart. And The One and Only Eden was undeniably one of those books.

			But this—this was wrong. Absolutely wrong.

			Even if Isoda had made a mistake, there was no justification for this kind of public humiliation. It was uncomfortable enough when it was confined to the pages of a novel, and this was worse than that.

			Each of the three protagonists in The One and Only Eden belonged to a different community. And in each community, there was a dominant lead figure surrounded by sycophants.

			Each protagonist, unable to conform to arbitrary rules, was singled out for tiny mistakes and publicly condemned. And the only one who ever stood by them, offering kindness and understanding, was none other than Tomita himself.

			Don’t let the powerful strip away your pride. That was what he had written. That was why I had fallen in love with the book.

			Stand up to those who try to take it from you.

			The relentless questioning, the cruel glares from the crowd, the passive-aggressive hostility, the oppressive sense that something awful was about to happen…

			At last, I understood. In this moment, in this room, he was the one holding all the power.

			“A-Actually, I…”

			Isoda looked up and met my gaze.

			I stepped forward. I couldn’t let this happen. I couldn’t let her be pressured into saying a book was good if she didn’t actually think so. Even if her real opinion went against the grain, even if it would be trampled the second it left her lips, that fragile honesty was the one thing we booksellers had.

			“I think—” I raised my voice, ready to speak—but my words never made it across the room.

			Because Yamamoto, of all people, casually raised his hand, took the microphone, and spoke instead. “It’s okay. Isoda? Please, say exactly what you think.”

			The room went quiet, like it had been doused in cold water.

			Shut up! I wanted to scream. Stay out of this! But, of course, he ignored my silent protests.

			“It’s all right. What did you think of Tomita’s latest novel?”

			“But I…”

			“It’s okay. I know better than anyone how much effort you put into your work. As our most trusted literary fiction expert, your opinion represents our store as a whole. That’s why I’m telling you—if any issues arise from this, I’ll take full responsibility. Please, just say what you really think.”

			Yamamoto’s voice was gentle, his smile steady. With all eyes watching him, the atmosphere in the room grew heavier, tinged with an awkward sense of amusement.

			I couldn’t stand it. I wanted to punch him. He was so damn infuriating that I almost burst into tears. But as frustrating as it was to admit, for once, I agreed with every word.

			If you’re in an environment where you can’t speak your truth, laugh in its face and walk away.

			That was what The One and Only Eden had taught me.

			I nodded firmly.

			Something in Isoda’s eyes shifted. Gone was the anxious hesitation, replaced at last with renewed confidence. It was a look that was characteristically her—bold and unapologetic.

			“I’m sorry,” she said at last. “But I think novels inspire different reactions in every reader. A story that saves one person might hurt someone else. I don’t think my opinion is the one true judgment.”

			“That’s not what I asked,” Tomita cut in, sounding bored. “I asked what you thought.”

			Isoda smiled. “All right, then. I didn’t think Atonement was a good book. I’m sorry if that sounds rude. But if a customer were to ask me for a recommendation, I’d still suggest The One and Only Eden. That’s how much I believe in that work. And I still have faith in you as an author. I want to have faith in you. Please, write a book that surpasses The One and Only Eden. And, editors—stop blindly flattering him. Push him harder. We want to support his new releases wholeheartedly.”

			The air in the room turned leaden. But before the crowd could erupt in anger, Tomita cut through the silence with a single question. “So…does that mean your store manager agrees with you?”

			All semblance of composure was gone, his voice trembling with fury.

			Yamamoto, however, remained unfazed. “Yes. This is the collective opinion of our store, myself included.”

			“Then why did you invite me?”

			“Excuse me?”

			“If you think my work is such garbage, why ask me to come here? Do you really not see how cruel that is?”

			Tomita had a point. If we didn’t think his book was worth reading, why use it as the basis for inviting him at all?

			Without my realizing it, Kinashi had appeared beside me. We held our breath, anxious to see how things would unfold.

			But Yamamoto, blissfully immune to the tension in the room, merely gave an unimpressed snort. “Because, starting with Isoda here, this store is full of your fans. Myself included.”

			“Huh? Yeah, right.”

			“No, really. I’ve read everything since your debut,” Yamamoto said with a straight face, almost as if he actually believed it.

			There was no way he could get away with such a blatant lie—and sure enough, Tomita called him out on it immediately. “Is that so? Then tell me—when you were talking to this favorite author of yours just a few days ago, did you even know it was me? Because I was in this very store. And you didn’t recognize me, did you?”

			“Of course I did! How could I fail to recognize an author I adore?”

			“Liar! You didn’t have a clue who I was!”

			“I would never be so tactless as to bother an author when they come here privately. You were wearing a knit cap pulled down halfway over your face, after all. It was obvious you were trying to keep a low profile. And since you didn’t introduce yourself, I did the polite thing and pretended not to notice.”

			“Bullshit! Stop lying! You even got my name wrong! You looked right at my poster—a poster with my photo on it—and called me Toyama! Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten?!”

			Neither of them seemed to realize they were arguing into the microphones. Tomita’s high-pitched, exasperated yell cut through the room, ringing in everyone’s ears.

			Still, Yamamoto maintained his relaxed smile. “I’m sorry. That does warrant an apology. But to clarify—and this isn’t an excuse, just a fact—I’m the kind of person who occasionally forgets even their own parents’ names.”

			Everyone blinked in confusion, staring at him as if he had just admitted to early onset dementia.

			“What the hell are you talking about?” Tomita demanded.

			“It’s one of my few flaws, you see,” Yamamoto answered with an exaggerated shrug. “I’ve always been terrible with names. In fact, I’ve even gotten my own name wrong, at times.”

			That was absolutely not something to be boasted about, and yet he puffed his chest out with pride. It was true, though—his ability to mix up names was on another level. I had personally been called Tanioka and Taniguchi on good days, and on bad days, he had somehow mutated my name into Yamahara or Nishihara, preserving only the -hara part. At his worst, he abandoned all resemblance altogether, calling me Kamaishi or Otagaki.

			By now, the tension was beginning to give way to a faint undercurrent of amusement.

			Still seemingly oblivious to his surroundings, Yamamoto casually changed the subject. “Speaking of memory, do you happen to recall the endorsement for your debut novel, The One and Only Eden? It read, If the rules of society make you unhappy, then those rules are wrong!”

			Tomita blinked. A flicker of recognition crossed his face before he quickly shook his head. “O-Of course I remember. How could I forget something like that?”

			“Well, that endorsement came from one of our own staff members.”

			“Huh?”

			“Kyoko Tanihara, one of our senior staff members—she wrote it. I should have mentioned that when I introduced her earlier. I heard you even sent her a letter. In fact, it was because of her that I became a fan of yours. ‘If someone I trust this much was moved by this book,’ I thought, ‘then I need to read it, too.’ And when I did, it hit me like a lightning bolt. I remember thinking, ‘What an incredible writer. This is someone special.’ I felt truly excited for the future of literature.”

			Yamamoto spoke with calm conviction, while Tomita could only gape at him. The crowd began murmuring, one voice even calling out, “Hell, yeah! Keep talking!” Laughter rippled all around.

			The tide had turned, the power dynamic undergoing a complete reversal. But instead of feeling victorious, I was still gripped by unease. Tomita wasn’t a villain to be torn down for sport. Flipping the stakes didn’t make the situation any better.

			Yamamoto must have felt the same. For all the nonsense he had spouted tonight, there was one thing I had to admit—his core beliefs never wavered.

			As the crowd grew rowdier, he raised a hand to calm them, just as he had done earlier. Then, turning to Tomita, he spoke as though explaining something to a small child. “Our job isn’t to flatter authors and make them feel good. Our job is to stand side by side with them and face the storm together. I don’t believe simply making authors feel comfortable or sending them into a rage is going to solve anything. What matters is something much deeper than that.” He paused for a moment, then bowed deeply. “Please don’t forget why you started writing. You have a rare, extraordinary gift—the power to move people’s hearts. Don’t let yourself be surrounded by those who tell you only what you want to hear. Don’t let them dilute your talent. Please. This is my heartfelt request, from one person struggling in the ocean of this industry to another.”

			Damn it. I almost teared up. I couldn’t believe how much his speech was getting to me. Because the man making it wasn’t Steve Jobs or Barack Obama—it was our useless manager, Takeru Yamamoto.

			Satisfied, Yamamoto narrowed his eyes and…Why was he looking at me?

			“Just like how you have a knack for writing, we have someone with a natural talent for delivering literary creations to our customers.”

			No. No, no, no, no, no.

			Whatever he was about to do, this was absolutely not the time.

			I willed him to stop with every fiber of my being. But after a brief interlude of reading my thoughts with unfailing precision, he chose this crucial moment to revert to his usual, oblivious self.

			“And now,” he announced, “let’s hear Kyoko Tanihara’s thoughts on Atonement.”

			With a theatrical flourish, he gestured toward me, like a TV presenter introducing an act: And now, please enjoy Teresa Teng’s “Atonement.”

			I had never hated him more.

		

	
		
			
				3

				How Can the Company President Be So Stupid?

			
			A high-pitched laugh cut through the cool night air.

			“Wow! That’s amazing! Hilarious! I’m dying here! Your manager is the best!”

			Was she always this insensitive…? I shook my head, trying to keep my composure.

			“I wasn’t telling a funny story.”

			“No, no, it was great! Really! I think I might be a fan now. I hope I get to meet him again!”

			It was past 1:00 a.m. at Miharu. The other customers had long since cleared out, and even my old man had gone home for the night. Enako Ishino had slipped in just past midnight, looking more exhausted than usual. Since I had the day off tomorrow, I figured I would keep her company over a drink.

			For a while, everything was going well. We sat across from each other at the counter, I threw together some quick bar snacks, and we clinked glasses. I had been planning to ask what had left her looking so drained.

			But then she hit me with that question—“So, how’s life? That manager of yours still as wild as ever?”—and it was like a dam burst.

			All my frustrations came pouring out. I told her everything. How my idiot boss had put me on the spot at the Akatsuki Tomita event. How I had been this close to standing my ground. How I had sworn to protect our bookstore’s pride, to stand by my fellow booksellers. And then how, when the moment actually came, I had crumbled.

			“U-Um…Well…Er…I—I thought it was…interesting?”

			Up until just moments ago, I had been absolutely certain of myself. Under no circumstances would I let Isoda, my junior coworker, be pressured into saying the book was great when she clearly didn’t think so. Even if our opinions would be crushed and dismissed with a shrug, holding on to them was our duty as booksellers. I believed that, wholeheartedly.

			And yet—when the moment came, what I said was that I had found it interesting.

			The look on Isoda’s face—that perfect dictionary definition of disappointment. The way Tomita frowned, taken aback. And Yamamoto, for some reason, looking downright pleased with himself. Days later, I still couldn’t get their expressions out of my head.

			Ishino didn’t offer me any sympathy, though. In fact, she started banging on the counter, tears in her eyes from laughing so hard.

			“Teresa Teng? Oh my God! Your manager, Yamamoto—he’s hilarious!”

			She clearly wanted to keep talking about it, but I ignored her and changed the subject.

			“Do you mind if I ask something…Are you in publishing?”

			Still grinning, she wiped at the corners of her eyes. “Huh? Why would you think that?”

			“You’re always reading. And there are a lot of publishing folk around here. Plus, I see you taking notes all the time, so my dad and I were wondering if maybe you’re an editor or something?”

			Even as I asked, I was sure the answer would be no. In fact, I wanted her to say no.

			Ishino didn’t disappoint, giving a firm shake of her head. “I hate to let you down, but my job isn’t anything that fancy. I’m just a drunk who happens to like books.”

			“Oh, I didn’t mean to suggest anything,” I started, but I wasn’t just trying to be polite. I took a deep breath, straightened my posture, and tried again. “All right, different question. Have you ever worked at a bookstore?”

			“Huh?”

			“I feel like I’ve seen you somewhere. When I thought about it, I remembered a bookstore in Jimbocho I used to go to all the time. There was this beautiful woman who worked there. I always looked forward to seeing her. She would recommend picture books to me. She’s the reason I fell in love with reading. And I started to wonder…maybe that was you?”

			“Ah. Sorry, Kyoko. I really am,” Ishino said, looking sincerely apologetic.

			She met my eyes and shrugged, as if gently trying to set me straight. “I really wish I could be that person for you. But I’m not. Like I said, I’m just a drunk who likes books. I’ve never worked at a bookstore. I’m not exactly beautiful, either. Sorry, Kyoko.”

			

			—

			If I could go back in time, I would. It had been a month since that disaster of a discussion forum, and not a single good thing had happened since.

			Thanks to my epic screwup that day, I had lost the trust of my like-minded junior colleague just when I was starting to earn it. My coworkers’ cold stares seemed to cut deeper every day. I was constantly being swamped with customer complaints, shelving new books, and training the new part-timers. I barely even had time to read anymore.

			Fine. If that’s how it is, I’ll just focus on selling the books I want to sell! Or so I tried to tell myself. But, of course, the books I personally wanted to push never seemed to make it into the store.

			It was probably because of the resale system the publishers had put in place to maintain fixed prices, but it was beyond frustrating when you couldn’t get the books you wanted in the quantities you hoped for. The publishers, terrified of returns, kept going on about breaking sales records while at the same time tightening their shipments. This contradiction really threw me when I first started working at the store.

			It wasn’t unheard of for us not to receive any copies of a new book from one of my favorite authors. If it was from a publisher with weak ties to our buyers—or, worse, from Oraikan, the industry giant that clearly couldn’t care less about our little Musashino Books—then I didn’t even bother getting my hopes up. But sometimes I struggled to suppress my frustration with this system.

			Day after day, I would sit in front of their websites, entering Order Quantity: 3. It was such a painfully tedious task.

			But the ordering system itself was just as stubborn as I was. Day after day, with implacable finality, the screen would display the words Shipment Quantity: 0.

			Eventually, my frustration gave way to some weird sense of camaraderie with the computer. One time, without thinking, I muttered, “Man, this job must be rough for you, too, huh?” and scared the hell out of Koyanagi, who happened to be nearby.

			Since starting at Musashino Books, I had stopped using the phrase just a few copies. I knew firsthand how hard it could be to sell those few copies. And I also knew how much it hurt when they got stolen.

			At the same time, my frustration with the publishers and wholesalers who wouldn’t even send us those few copies ran deep. Sure, I understood they didn’t want returns, but come on—I was willing to take responsibility for what I ordered, so let me sell the damn books!

			And yet, on another level, I could see where they were coming from.

			Because, when it came down to it, bookstores were full of hot air. Booksellers would see a title selling well elsewhere and scramble to stock it, even if they hadn’t read it—even if they couldn’t put any real conviction behind it.

			For instance, there was a trick we called the dummy customer order—pretending a book was for a customer even when it wasn’t, so you could force the publisher to ship it.

			Of course, this also meant that if the book ever arrived, there wouldn’t be an actual customer waiting for it. Which meant that if it didn’t sell within a certain time frame, it would just get returned. Meanwhile, somewhere out there, there might be a bookstore that genuinely wanted to sell the book but couldn’t get it because we hijacked the stock.

			The person who taught me this trick was a coworker who had since left the store. One time, after getting a snide remark from a publisher’s rep, he just laughed it off and said, “Yeah, looks like our customer vanished into thin air. Real pain for us, too.” He had no shame whatsoever.

			“Instead of entering Restock: 10 over and over like an idiot, just keep putting in Customer Order: 1,” he used to say.

			There was no forgetting his sleazy smirk. That look on his face still haunted me. Just thinking about it made me even more miserable.

			Publishers, wholesalers, bookstores, even lowly booksellers like me—we were all so obsessed with the immediate bottom line that we had lost sight of everything else. It was like we had poisoned ourselves.

			That thought had occurred to me more than I cared to admit since I started this job.

			Because no matter how you spun it, a bookstore wanting to sell a book but being unable to get it was plain stupid.

			And at some point, I started to absolutely loathe those words on the computer screen: Out of stock, no reprint planned.

			After all, even when the publisher had nothing left, there were still copies floating around in other bookstores. But Out of stock, no reprint planned was all the system saw, and that was all it cared about.

			

			—

			It had been a while since I last thought about all this, but something in particular brought it all rushing back.

			One day, I came in for a rare late shift and spotted a fax sitting by the register.

			On it was the cover of a novel titled The Itoigawa Faultline Serial Leek Murder Case, along with a bold announcement: To be featured this Sunday on Morning Flight!

			Morning Flight was a Sunday-morning variety show on one of the commercial networks, famous for its high ratings. It had a solid book segment—a rarity these days—and, even rarer, it actually managed to sell copies. It was recognized among booksellers as one of the few promotional opportunities that still worked.

			The Itoigawa Faultline Serial Leek Murder Case was a debut novel from a young author named Lily Miyagi, who was four years younger than me.

			It didn’t make much of a splash when it first came out, but after an influential bookseller at a major store started hyping it up, it gradually gained traction in certain circles. After reading about it in a magazine a short while back, I decided to check it out myself.

			Just like its absurd title, The Itoigawa Faultline Serial Leek Murder Case turned out to be a breath of fresh air.

			In a light, not-quite-literary style, it blended a delicate romance between two men with a series of strangulation murders. The motive behind the killings was plausible, the denouement felt eerily inevitable, and then, at the very last moment, out of nowhere, the leeks came into play.

			It had been a long time since a book grabbed me like this one did. As a bookseller, I needed to be there to support new talent like this.

			But Musashino Books’ Kichijoji store had received only three copies, and I had already bought one of them.

			Even if I wanted to create a display, what could I do with just two books?

			To make matters worse, the publisher was none other than the permanent headache that was Oraikan. Their sales rep barely even tried to hide his contempt for our store.

			I had no choice but to pull up the ordering site. As expected, I was met with Out of stock, no reprint planned.

			I thought I had grown numb to it, but once again I felt my blood boil. I stormed into the back office and cornered Yamamoto.

			“Hey! You piece of shit! You must’ve traded business cards with half the publishing industry back when you worked at headquarters. Call them! Beg them to send us more books! You waste our time every morning with those pointless meetings—how about, for once in your life, you actually do something useful? Get your act together!”

			Okay, I didn’t put it quite like that. But that was the gist of it.

			Fair to say, he was caught off guard.

			“H-Hold on. Why are you so mad, Kyoko Tanihara? I always email the publishers, just like you tell me to.”

			“Not once have we actually gotten a book that way!”

			“That’s not my fault!”

			“Then whose is it?!”

			“I mean—”

			“It’s yours! Because nobody in this industry respects you!”

			Yamamoto’s eyebrows twitched with something that looked almost like sadness.

			For a fraction of a second, I remembered an old Italian greyhound that used to live in my childhood neighborhood. It was always thin, but in its final days, it grew so emaciated I couldn’t even bear to look at it. I used to visit its owner’s house every day, just to cry.

			That memory flickered through my mind, and I felt a strange urge to forgive Yamamoto.

			But, as always, our timing was impeccably bad.

			On the tiny TV in the back office, the channel switched to a news segment—a feature on Liberty Books Kanda, home to a high-profile bookseller who was respected throughout the industry.

			Right at the store entrance stood an absurdly high tower of books—piles upon piles of some famous author’s latest release. The store manager, Haruhiko Tajima, beamed at the camera, his smug face filling the screen.

			“Pretty impressive, right? I call this my Tokyo Sky Tree Stack!”

			Thankfully, it wasn’t The Itoigawa Faultline Serial Leek Murder Case. But something about Tajima’s casual arrogance sent a shudder through every cell in my body.

			“You piece of shit…”

			I hadn’t even realized I was saying it out loud.

			“Wait, you mean me?” Yamamoto blinked, his eyes round.

			This time, I didn’t see the Italian greyhound in him.

			“Of course I mean you! How can you just sit there and let them get away with this Tokyo Sky Tree Stack bullshit?! Get mad! Push back! This is why little stores like ours never get stock! Get off your ass and do something about it for once!”

			I knew I was being unfair. But I couldn’t stand the sight of him grinning like an idiot while I, a lowly contract worker, held him by the collar.

			

			—

			The book that caused all that drama was indeed featured on Morning Flight, instantly transforming it from one I wanted to sell into one that was bound to sell—and yet, right when the buzz started gaining traction, it was nowhere to be found in stores.

			The more I thought about it, the angrier I got. But I had learned by now that stewing in frustration would only end up hurting me in the long run.

			What did Yamamoto even think when he saw that fax? Actually, I probably already knew the answer—he didn’t think anything at all.

			He was more fired up than usual during the morning staff meeting, which was how I remembered that today was a Wednesday.

			For some reason, he always got extra intense on Wednesdays.

			“Listen up, everyone! Normally, I wouldn’t come out and say something like this, but lately I’ve noticed an alarming lack of enthusiasm among you all! I’ve thought long and hard about why that might be, and I’ve come to one conclusion. Do you know what it is? That’s right—these morning meetings have zero energy!”

			Oh, for God’s sake. Was he running for office or something?

			I swallowed my irritation and kept my head down.

			Even without looking around, I could picture my coworkers’ expressions—annoyance, exhaustion, barely concealed rage. If I ever found myself in his position someday—well, not that I would accept it in the first place—I knew I wouldn’t be able to handle this kind of atmosphere. Yamamoto must have nerves of steel.

			In a way, his Wednesday mania made sense. Across all six Musashino Books branches, not just the Kichijoji store, managers had two fixed days off, Tuesdays and Thursdays.

			At first glance, that might seem like a proper two days off. But nope. The company’s shrewd and ruthless president and founder, Yuzo Kashiwagi, scheduled a mandatory managers’ meeting for every Tuesday afternoon.

			One would think there would be endless complaints about this, but apparently, in the entire forty-year history of Musashino Books, no one had ever dared to voice one. The company president was over seventy now, but he was still as intimidating as ever. Everyone was terrified of him. And unfortunately, the dusty old dictionaries sitting on Musashino Books’ shelves for years still didn’t have an entry for power harassment.

			Given our store manager was this much of a disaster, I could only imagine the others weren’t much better. Still, I did feel a tiny shred of sympathy for them. Imagine getting summoned to the president’s house on your day off—forced to pound mochi and drink some awful sake you don’t even want, all while enduring his passive-aggressive rants about last year’s sales numbers.

			There wasn’t a doubt in my mind—most of the managers must have hated it.

			Actually, most was probably an understatement. For five out of the six of them, it had to be the most depressing hour of the week.

			The sixth, however…that would be none other than our very own Yamamoto.

			How did he feel about those weekly meetings?

			Unbelievably, he actually looked forward to them.

			One Monday after the New Year holidays, while I was stuck working late, I overheard him say it himself.

			“Ah, I can’t wait for tomorrow.”

			If it had happened recently, I would have pretended not to hear. But back then, I was still young and naive. Seeing how eager he was to talk, I made the mistake of asking, “Oh, right, tomorrow’s your day off. Do you have any plans?”

			“It’s the weekly managers’ meeting at the president’s house!” He was practically beaming.

			I looked at him, echoing, “The managers’ meeting?”

			He stared back at me with a childlike grin. “Yep! And tomorrow we’re having a hanetsuki shuttlecock tournament between the store managers!”

			I had no idea what to say. I didn’t understand the words coming out of his mouth, and I definitely didn’t understand why he was smiling about it. On his day off?

			All I could manage was a weak “Ah…I see.”

			It was too much. Between the hanetsuki thing and everything else, I felt a crushing wave of melancholy.

			In any case, Yamamoto was one of the president’s most ardent supporters. His devotion, in fact, was downright pathetic. Honestly, I would have felt better if he was simply chasing after a promotion.

			Today, he was at his most enthusiastic, sharing with us the president’s belief in the power of morning meetings.

			“At yesterday’s managers’ meeting, our president had some great advice! ‘Just like we make plans for the year on New Year’s Day, we should plan each day in the morning. Those who conquer the morning conquer the day. Cross the morning of wrath, my friend.’ It really resonated with me.”

			Not a single word hit home for me. I didn’t even understand the last sentence.

			Overcome with emotion, Yamamoto choked up, then, as was his habit, pulled a business book from behind his back and brandished it at the staff. “Our president published this over twenty years ago. Even today, it’s still an inspiring read. And, of course, there’s a section on mornings. Our president realized the importance of mornings decades ago!”

			Yeah, no kidding, I thought. You don’t have to tell us.

			Everyone who joined Musashino Books, whether full-time, contract, or part-time, was forced to read The Principles of Living by our beloved president.

			Yamamoto’s eyes sparkled with pure rapture. There was no stopping him once he got like this. When he dramatically wiped the corner of his eye with his thumb, I knew we were here for the long haul.

			He flipped open the book. “Ah, here’s the chapter on morning meetings.”

			Oh, no. Stop right there.

			“Our president writes about the benefits of expressing raw emotions in a safe public space.”

			I said stop.

			“And I read this book as well. It was just as eye-opening. If you’d like, I’d be happy to lend it to you all.”

			From behind the president’s book, another appeared. The cover read Unleash Your Team’s Passion! The Ultimate Guide to Manly Morning Meetings! I knew this one, too. For some reason, it had become a massive bestseller a few years ago.

			I’m not dismissing self-improvement books. Not at all. We all need something to lean on to get by. If a book, even a sketchy one—heck, even some bizarre cult—can offer someone hope, then, by all means, people should be free to dive into it. For me, though, novels are the ultimate guides to life.

			But there’s one thing that should never come into it: coercion. It’s fine to read a book and be inspired by it. It’s fine to use it as the fuel to thrive and throw yourself at tomorrow with everything you have.

			But forcing it on others? That never leads to anything good. That’s how misunderstandings and intolerance spread and make the world such a suffocating place.

			Right? You get it, don’t you, Yamamoto?

			Of course, my silent plea didn’t reach him. Our idiot manager gently addressed us, his voice rising from a whisper. “Everyone, let’s be reborn, starting today!”

			Oh, hell, no.

			“Let’s take a new step forward—together!”

			Cut it out already.

			“There’s nothing to be embarrassed about. We’re all crew members on the same ship. And, of course, the captain of that ship is me! Me and our company president!”

			Which one is it?! Either way, that ship is definitely sinking. Also, enough with the our company this, our company that—it’s annoying!

			I was about to explode. God, please, I’m begging you—shut this moron up!

			But my desperate prayer was shattered by Yamamoto’s next words. “I was a complete failure!”

			His sudden cry obliterated the last remnants of the morning’s peaceful atmosphere. I had no idea what was happening. Neither did the other staff, who merely stood there, dumbfounded.

			Ignoring our stunned faces, Yamamoto raised his voice even more. “I was a complete failure!”

			What the hell’s gotten into you?! Everyone here already knows that!

			He scanned our faces, looking perplexed. Then, as if we were the ones being unreasonable, he let out an exasperated sigh.

			“I’m surprised you’re all so shy. I understand, I do. It’s embarrassing. But we must be reborn. Come on, take the first step with me!” He murmured this like some kind of wise sage, then, for the third time, shouted, “I was a complete failure!”

			What in the world was actually written in that thick book? Whatever it was, I was now determined to read The Ultimate Guide to Manly Morning Meetings! just to find out what the hell was warping his mind.

			I could just about tolerate the morning staff meetings. Even, maybe, in a pinch, being forced to shout.

			But come on. Forcing people to call themselves failures? That was a step too far.

			And yet, one of us did respond to his madness.

			“I—I—I was a complete failure…”

			Blushing furiously, her head down, Yuko Kinashi—the youngest part-time worker at the store—murmured the words.

			I knew better than anyone that she wasn’t a failure. Which meant she had mustered up the courage to say it just so Yamamoto wouldn’t feel alone in his lunacy.

			Making a part-timer carry that burden?

			A painful knot twisted in my chest.

			Perhaps I should have been the one to speak up. If anyone was a complete failure here, it was me.

			

			—

			Fortunately, the whole screaming morning meeting thing never caught on, but the damage was done—whatever authority Yamamoto once had as manager had gone completely up in smoke, even among the part-timers.

			I decided to start ignoring him altogether. And for two whole weeks, I stuck to it.

			The first time I spoke to him again was, of course, on a Wednesday—two weeks after the screaming fiasco.

			“The president is visiting the store today.”

			“Wait, what?” The words slipped out before I could stop them.

			Damn it. Two weeks of hard work down the drain.

			Yamamoto didn’t seem to notice my frustration.

			“I was told not to tell any of the staff, but I figured I should let you know, Kyoko Tanihara.”

			“Why me?”

			“Well, our president, Yuzo Kashiwagi, is furious about our store’s sales. He tore into me yesterday. ‘What the hell is going on at the flagship store?!’ And he’s especially unhappy with our literary fiction section…I tried to stick up for you, I really did. But, well…you know how he is.”

			It took me a second to process what he was saying. I felt a low, growling sound rise in my throat as a memory from six months ago—a certain regrettable incident—came rushing back.

			

			—

			“The golden era of Japanese literature is over. If bookstores want to survive in this new environment, they have to transform into conglomerates.”

			That was the day the company president’s words—and his apparent misunderstanding of what conglomerate actually meant—filtered down through the store managers and reached us on the ground.

			I had heard more than enough bad rumors about the president, but honestly? I was just a contract employee. As long as it didn’t affect me directly, I really couldn’t care less.

			This, though—this was the first time I felt personally threatened.

			I didn’t believe for a second that Japanese literature was over. It was true, literary fiction sales had been in steady decline ever since I joined Musashino Books. But over the past year, things had started to pick up—slowly, yes, but surely. It felt like we had hit rock bottom and were finally turning a corner. I was fired up, ready to push on.

			And then the president—God knows where he got the idea—came out with this nonsense. I couldn’t just brush it off.

			A few days later, we got a fax from headquarters. Effective immediately: Reduce the literary section. Let’s take full advantage of Kichijoji’s trendy atmosphere and expand the lifestyle goods range.

			I completely lost it, even breaking down in tears. Thinking back, that might have been the first time I confronted Yamamoto head-on.

			“This is insane! If this actually goes through, I won’t be able to stay at this store!”

			Yamamoto, normally the president’s loyal lapdog, must have been caught off guard by how furious I was, because he took my side.

			“I saw the fax, too, and I completely agree—this is a huge mistake! Musashino Books is a bookstore, first and foremost. Our president knows that. Don’t worry, Kyoko Tanihara. I’ll go to his house after work today and talk to him myself.”

			Wow, I thought. Maybe I could depend on him after all?

			But that was the last time I put my faith in him.

			That night, true to his word, Yamamoto stormed off to the president’s house. I have no idea what kind of exchange occurred there.

			What I do know is that the next morning, Yamamoto was the first one at the store, happily measuring the dimensions of our prime display table.

			I didn’t have to ask why. He told me himself. And what made me feel utterly hopeless was that there wasn’t even an ounce of guilt in his voice.

			“You know, the president actually has great taste! He showed me samples of the goods we’ll be selling, and wow, they’re adorable! I really wish you could have seen them, Kyoko Tanihara. I think this could actually work.”

			The adorable goods he was gushing over were a lineup of green-pig-themed merchandise. No matter how I looked at them, not a single item struck me as being cute in the least.

			The notebooks, mugs, plastic files, pencil cases, and key chains—all adorned with that stupid green pig—completely swallowed up the prime display space I had spent years cultivating.

			“Maybe I really should quit.”

			I muttered it to myself, but someone else overheard me.

			Koyanagi, who at that point hadn’t yet left the company, placed a hand on my shoulder. “I understand how you feel. But now’s not the time.”

			My throat tightened. “Then when is?”

			“Tanihara?”

			“This is bullshit, isn’t it? We already joke about how we work insane hours for garbage pay. But we put up with it because at least we care about what we do, right? That’s what keeps us going. And now they’re taking that away?”

			“You mean exploitation of passion, where companies use meaningful work as an excuse to underpay employees? There were a lot of articles about that for a while.”

			“Well, we don’t even get to have that anymore.”

			“What?”

			“It’s fine. I chose this job. I want to be here. I don’t care if the pay is lousy. I don’t care if people in other industries laugh at us. But at least let me feel like this work matters. If you take that away, then what are we even doing here?”

			At some point, my frustration had turned on Koyanagi. My voice was sharp, accusatory. I had finally reached my breaking point. I had thought about quitting so many times before, but the impulse was never as strong as it was right then.

			Koyanagi held my gaze for a long moment. Then, with a sigh, she slumped her shoulders, like she was giving up on something. “All right. Let’s quit.”

			“Huh?”

			“I don’t think this stuff is going to sell, either. Just because we put it in a prime spot doesn’t mean people will buy it. Retail doesn’t work that way. So…how about this? If, by some ridiculous chance, it actually does sell, and it turns out we were the idiots all along, and our clueless president and moron of a manager were right—then we’ll quit. Together. I’ll back you up and walk out with you.”

			Koyanagi was the only person who had ever said that to me. But she was gone now, for an altogether different reason.

			Of course, the fact that I was still working at Musashino Books meant the green pig merchandise series hadn’t sold. Not by any stretch of the imagination.

			And no wonder. The president had written in his fax, Let’s take full advantage of Kichijoji’s trendy atmosphere! But did he even know what was around us?

			Musashino Books’ Kichijoji branch was surrounded—front, back, left, right, diagonal even—by gift shops. A bookstore with no track record in that area of retail wasn’t going to compete. And with a green pig? Give me a break.

			If you take away book space, book sales are going to drop. That’s just common sense. Did the president and Yamamoto seriously not consider that? What kind of brain did you need to have to be shocked that the store’s numbers had tanked? To complain that literary sales were disappointing?

			I tried to imagine what was going through their heads, but the thought of doing so made me want to scream.

			

			—

			As planned, the president came to inspect the store.

			Despite all the secrecy—the repeated warnings to keep it under wraps, to make sure none of the staff found out—it was impossible to miss a group of five middle-aged men in suits stomping around like they owned the place. Even an idiot could tell something was up.

			Not to mention Yamamoto making a huge scene, yelling, “President! Oh, President!” at the top of his lungs.

			And then, the moment the group disappeared into the study guide section, the very same Yamamoto turned to me and whispered, “That’s our company president. Please, I’m begging you—keep this quiet.”

			I had no idea what to make of him anymore.

			Flanked by his secretary and managers from other stores, the president made his way around the shop, inspecting every nook and cranny. Finally, they arrived at the literary fiction section.

			I had a million complaints bottled up inside me, but still, when Yamamoto introduced me with a bright “This is Kyoko Tanihara, one of our literary fiction specialists,” my whole body tensed up.

			It was my first time seeing President Kashiwagi in person. His sharp, piercing gaze bore into me. He wore an expensive-looking, if not particularly tasteful, double-breasted suit, which only made him look more imposing. He was built like a tank, solid and heavyset. And from the faint scent of alcohol clinging to him, I suddenly remembered the rumors about his legendary drinking habits.

			“So, you’re the literature specialist?”

			His voice was low and gruff, almost like a growl. But since he was calling everyone you in the same rough, dismissive way, I didn’t take it personally.

			What was different was his tone. It was laced with anger, and the men trailing behind him were visibly tense.

			I braced myself. “Yes. That’s me.”

			The president let out a snort. “Do you even understand what it means to be the literary fiction specialist for the flagship store?”

			“What?”

			“Not what. Do you or do you not understand?”

			“Of course I do.”

			“What the hell is that attitude?”

			“I said I do.”

			You could feel the tension in the air, so thick you could cut it with a knife. But instead of feeling intimidated, I let cold indifference take over. The way these grown men were practically trembling was plain ridiculous.

			I had nothing to lose. No family to support. No big salary to protect. Heck, I wasn’t even an official full-time employee. I wasn’t about to let some old man yell at me for free.

			The more nervous his lackeys got, the more I dug my heels in. Not that the president was the type to let some nobody like me get the upper hand.

			“Then explain this mess.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“How do you justify the sales compared to last year? Nine percent down. The flagship store! It’s a damn embarrassment! You’re supposed to be setting an example for the others!”

			His voice boomed across the store, loud enough to make customers and staff alike turn and look. I just kept staring at him, sure I was smiling.

			“Did you know your eyes widen and you end up laughing when you really lose it?” Koyanagi had pointed out to me once.

			A nine percent drop in sales compared to the same month last year was, of course, cause for concern. It might indeed be something to be ashamed of as the person in charge, but I was absolutely not going to apologize. I knew exactly why our sales had fallen by nine percent—those god-awful green pigs were now hogging our prime display area.

			“Got something to say?”

			My throat let out a dry, guttural sound.

			Now I can finally quit, I thought—but just then, someone put a hand on my shoulder.

			“Kyoko Tanihara.”

			That always-annoying voice was even more grating than usual. I slapped the hand away, but the voice came again, firmer this time. “Tanihara!”

			I lifted my chin and turned around. It was like a scene straight out of a manga comic, with a speech bubble that read “Huh?” Yamamoto, peering into my eyes, wore a weak, drooping frown that seemed to say he was sorry, that he understood.

			I felt none of that, though—but it struck me that it was the first time he had ever addressed me simply as Tanihara.

			In the next instant, all the anger I had felt just moments before inexplicably vanished. I didn’t feel consoled—I just realized I didn’t care anymore. I felt downright pathetic for getting worked up over something so trivial.

			The president, watching our exchange with a bored expression, snorted again. “Tanihara, huh? What exactly are you doing to sell more books? Are you scouting major bookstores? I’m out there doing my rounds. Every store out there is coming up with new ways to push sales. I haven’t seen it in person, but Liberty Books in Kanda is said to be really something. They did a whole news segment on them the other day. Their Tokyo Sky Tree Stack display? Brilliant. If we had something like that, we’d be able to compete, don’t you think?”

			What was this I’m out there doing my rounds nonsense? Did he even have a shred of shame? Not a single word of his sanctimonious prattling rang true.

			I didn’t respond. I didn’t even offer a nod. I just kept my head down, barely able to stop myself from laughing. As usual, Koyanagi was right on the money about that bad habit of mine.

			The president, clearly fed up with my lack of reaction, turned to his entourage. “We’re leaving.”

			Then, just before walking out, his gaze landed on the neatly arranged display of those green-pig-themed goods—the ones Yamamoto had put so much effort into showcasing.

			“How much longer are you planning to sell this crap?” he scoffed. “No wonder sales are tanking.”

			Yamamoto wrung his hands. “You’re absolutely right, sir!”

			As the president and his lackeys disappeared from the store, I finally let out a dry, hollow laugh.

			

			—

			For the first time in my life, I was ordered to compose a written apology. But as I sat down at the store computer, what I actually found myself looking up was how to write a resignation letter instead.

			I didn’t really have much I wanted to say to the company, so I finished it in no time flat. All that was left to do was hand it in. But, of course, the one time I needed Yamamoto, he wasn’t around—apparently, he was off at some training session or on a business trip.

			

			—

			A week passed. One night, I stayed late at the store, trying to finish up some overdue promotional displays after closing time. The other staff had gone home. I had changed into my casual clothes and was taking a breather, when I heard a voice behind me.

			“Um, Tanihara? Do you have a moment?”

			It was Kinashi.

			“Oh, hey. Good work today. What’s up?”

			“I wanted to talk to you about something.”

			“Oh? Sure.”

			I was about to suggest we go grab a cup of tea somewhere, but then I remembered I had spent way too much on books this month. With ten days left until payday and barely two hundred yen a day to survive on, I hesitated, but still heard myself say, “Should we get some tea?”

			“I’m fine. Don’t worry about me.”

			“It’s no problem. I feel like some cocoa, anyway.”

			I fed my precious two hundred yen into the fancy vending machine set up in the back office. If it was for my junior colleague, I didn’t mind sacrificing a day’s worth of living expenses.

			I handed Kinashi a bottle of warm tea and sat across from her at the desk. “So, what’s up?”

			She looked different from her usual moss-green-aproned self. Today she was wearing a soft ivory dress and had that effortless air of someone who had grown up in an altogether different world from me.

			“I’m quitting next month.”

			“Huh? Why?”

			“I got a full-time job. Thanks to you.”

			I suddenly recalled how Kinashi had often come into work in a black suit. We weren’t close back then, and I hadn’t given it much thought. Now, however, it all made sense—she had been job hunting.

			“Thanks to me? You’re just being polite. I didn’t do anything. But that’s great! Congrats. What kind of company?”

			I wasn’t trying to argue, but for some reason, she bit her lip and said firmly, “No, it really is thanks to you.”

			I tilted my head, not fully understanding.

			She stared at me intensely for a moment, then blinked a few times as if giving up.

			“At Oraikan.”

			“Huh?”

			“I interviewed at a lot of publishing houses, but I kept getting turned down. But just when I was about to give up, they gave me a chance.”

			“W-Wow. That’s amazing! Congratulations. Seriously, that’s incredible. So you’re going to be a full-time employee at Oraikan? I’m jealous. You’re going to be making real money right off the bat.”

			The words left my mouth before I could stop them. I hadn’t meant it sarcastically, but I also wasn’t confident my lips weren’t twisting a little.

			Publishing was known for paying well, but Oraikan, the biggest of them all, was on a whole other level. Here I was, talking to a university student working for less than a thousand yen an hour, knowing that by spring she and I would be in entirely different leagues. And somehow, for reasons I still didn’t quite understand, it was all apparently down to me.

			I didn’t resent publishing folk, and I never looked down on our part-time staff. So where was this tangled-up feeling coming from? Maybe it was because I was twenty-eight, carrying my resignation letter around in my bag, about to join the ranks of the unemployed. My smile felt stiff. The fact that I was even making this comparison was the worst part.

			And then I said something even worse: “Once you’re at Oraikan, make sure to send some books our way, okay?”

			Kinashi’s face twisted with guilt. If she had apologized, even as a formality, I don’t think I would have been able to keep my emotions in check.

			But, of course, she wasn’t the kind of person who would trample on someone else’s feelings.

			“I actually talked about that in my final interview. I talked about you, Tanihara.”

			“Me?”

			“I never mentioned you in my other interviews, even when they asked about my part-time job here. But this time, when they asked me what I knew about the company, something just slipped out. I told them how frustrated I was with them—and about a colleague I really respected.”

			“Respected?”

			“I’ve always thought you were incredible, Tanihara. It’s embarrassing to say this, but it’s true—most of the higher-ups here don’t listen to reason. But you stand your ground, you fight for what’s right. You never give up. And you read more books than anyone. That gave me hope. So, I said it—I asked them, ‘Is Oraikan the kind of publisher that would disappoint someone like her?’ Some of the interviewers looked uncomfortable, but a few of them answered the question. Then I told them, ‘If it weren’t for Tanihara, I would have given up on publishing a long time ago.’ ”

			Kinashi’s face flushed with excitement. She looked so earnest, so pure, that I suddenly felt ashamed of my own petty, bitter feelings. In that moment, I wanted to tell her I was the one who needed saving.

			I wanted to talk to her about so many things. About how I wasn’t fighting nearly as hard as she thought I was. About how I hadn’t actually read that many books. About how I had already given up. About how frustrating this company was, filled with people who didn’t get it. I wanted to sit and complain about it all with a younger colleague who had found a way to escape.

			I thought about my wallet. Screw it! I didn’t care if I had to go hungry this month. I took a deep breath and began to say, “Hey, Kinashi—”

			But then, cutting through our moment like a knife, the store phone rang loudly.

			It was 10:30 p.m.—no call should have been coming in at that hour.

			An ominous feeling crept over me. And, sure enough, the voice on the other end said something so unexpected, I could hardly believe my ears.

			

			—

			As soon as I put the receiver down, I turned to Kinashi and apologized. “I’m sorry. Would you mind heading home for today?”

			“Did something happen? If I won’t be in the way, I’d be happy to help.”

			“Oh, uh…Thanks. But I can’t let you do that.”

			“But—”

			“I’m sorry. You’re just a part-timer. I can’t drag you into this.”

			Kinashi still looked reluctant, but I forced a smile and wrapped things up. “Really, thank you. Let’s go out for drinks sometime, okay?”

			Once I was sure Kinashi had left the store, I called Yamamoto. He happened to be near Kichijoji Station, which worked out perfectly. I locked up and headed out to meet him there. Then the two of us hopped onto the Chuo Line without delay.

			“I’m sorry, I didn’t quite catch everything over the phone earlier. Could you explain again?” Yamamoto asked, flustered.

			Honestly, I didn’t get much out of the call, either.

			The person on the other end had introduced themselves as someone from Liberty Books’ Kanda store. They said they had caught a shoplifter right before closing—a man who insisted he was from Musashino Books. He was drunk, and he was being totally uncooperative. “Get Takeru Yamamoto from the Kichijoji store on the line!” he kept demanding.

			“Is there anyone there by that name?” the caller asked.

			I couldn’t exactly show my panic with a concerned Kinashi standing right next to me. But a bookseller stealing from another bookstore? That was unheard of.

			It had to be a mistake. I wasn’t trying to convince myself otherwise—it just didn’t make sense. No one who worked in a bookstore would steal books. We, more than anyone, knew how gut-wrenching it was to have them go missing.

			Still, I somehow managed to keep my cool. “Yamamoto is our store manager. I’m sorry, but what name did this person give?”

			“He won’t give his name.”

			“Could you try to get it out of him?”

			“Hang on a sec.”

			I heard someone in the background say, “Hey, old man, what’s your name?” A short exchange followed. Then the man came back on the line.

			“I couldn’t catch it clearly…but something like Kashiwagi, maybe?”

			For just a split second, I felt relieved. There was no one named Kashiwagi at the Kichijoji store.

			But then my breath caught again in my throat.

			There was a Kashiwagi at Musashino Books. But surely it couldn’t be…

			I finished explaining everything to Yamamoto, and he and I barely spoke again for the rest of the train ride, the station transfer, or the walk from Jimbocho Station.

			By the time we reached Liberty Books, their store was already dark. A security guard was waiting for us, letting us in after we explained the situation. We waited around nervously until someone came out to meet us.

			It wasn’t the man I had spoken with on the phone.

			A tall woman walked up to us, holding a key card. I had seen her face before, countless times—in magazines and on websites. I never realized she was equally stylish in her everyday clothes.

			“Sorry to trouble you,” she said, her tone almost playful.

			It was none other than Yoko Sasaki, a legendary bookseller and someone I had long admired.

			“This way. It’s dark, so watch your step.”

			Up ahead, I could make out a towering stack of books. It wasn’t the famous Tokyo Sky Tree Stack, but the books were arranged in a spiral, like some kind of staircase.

			She led us to the elevator, which took us to the fourth floor. The moment the doors opened, we were hit with the thick scent of alcohol.

			“Sir?!”

			Yamamoto, who had been silent up until now, shook his head in disbelief, his cry ringing out loud and clear. I almost jumped at the sound. Across from us, the two Liberty Books staff members widened their eyes.

			A tense silence followed.

			Then Sasaki muttered to herself, “See? I knew something was off. Sir…? Good thing we didn’t call the police.”

			Slumped over, the so-called sir kept muttering, “What did I do…? What did I do…?” He looked like he was about to cry.

			“He’s your company president?” came another voice.

			This man, who was staring at us all, his mouth agape, sounded like the person I had spoken to over the phone. I had seen him on TV before. His name tag read Liberty Books Kanda, Store Manager, Haruhiko Tajima.

			Yamamoto, his own badge gleaming with the words Musashino Books Kichijoji, Store Manager, demanded, “Would you care to explain what happened here?”

			“I mean…”

			“I said, explain. Depending on your answer, this could become a serious issue. You’ve humiliated our company president—do you think we can simply brush that off?”

			“Huh?” I couldn’t help but blurt out.

			To be clear, I didn’t believe for a second that our president had actually stolen anything. I was even a little proud that my first instinct had been to pass the incident off as a misunderstanding rather than immediately casting blame. Not that I had any faith in the man—far from it—but as a bookstore owner, stealing from another store was surely unthinkable.

			Then again, something told me neither Tajima nor Liberty Books wanted to stir up trouble for no reason.

			Which could mean only that our idiot president must have done something stupid enough to make them think he was a shoplifter. And now our even bigger idiot of a store manager was trying to intimidate them.

			If I worked at Liberty Books, I would be furious.

			Sure enough, Tajima’s foxlike eyes narrowed. “What gives you the right to threaten me?” he shot back. “We handled this strictly according to company policy.”

			“And what is that policy?”

			“I’m not obligated to explain anything to you! All I know is that your president waltzed in here, wasted, and walked out with a book in his hands!”

			“Sounds to me like you are accusing him of shoplifting!”

			Our tipsy president tried to set the record straight. “No, no, you don’t get it…! My phone rang, and I—I didn’t realize I was still holding the book…”

			His words fell on deaf ears.

			“Well, of course we suspected shoplifting!”

			“Then why didn’t you call the police?!”

			“What?! He’s your president!”

			“Are you saying you judge people by their job titles?!”

			“What the hell?!”

			“I don’t care if he’s our company president or not! Once you suspect someone of shoplifting, you see it through to the very end!”

			“Do you even realize what you’re saying?!”

			“I do!”

			“Oh, yeah? Fine! If that’s what you want, I’ll do it! I’m calling the cops!”

			“Go ahead! Call them! The police, detectives, whatever your policy says!”

			“…L-Look…That’s not what I meant…I really…I swear, I…”

			Our company, your company, this company, that company—before anyone knew it, the situation had devolved into verbal mudslinging. No one could keep track of who was accusing who of what. It was nothing like the kind of cool, dramatic confrontations you might find in a novel. Both store managers were probably around the same age, thin and pale, like sheets of Japanese paper, grappling at each other with embarrassingly scrawny arms.

			I couldn’t care less. Whether they started throwing punches, whether the police showed up, whether the president started vomiting and caused total chaos—it meant nothing to me.

			Apparently, I wasn’t the only one who felt that way.

			“Hey. Do you want to get out of here?”

			I turned toward the voice. Sasaki was looking at me, her expression a mix of exasperation, resignation, and, most of all, exhaustion. I couldn’t help but laugh. I must have had the exact same look on my face.

			“Yeah…I’m so over this.”

			“Right?”

			“What’s your name?”

			“Tanihara. Kyoko Tanihara.”

			“Well, Tanihara. Do you drink?”

			“Yes,” I answered, suddenly feeling a sense of kinship with her.

			I was the kind of person who had a hard time addressing people by their given name, even when we seemed to be on the same wavelength. I was just never able to get on board with a first-name basis right after meeting them. Maybe that was part of why I had wanted to work at a bookstore…No, that was probably overstating things. Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was some kind of connection between a person’s sense of social distance and how much they read.

			I suggested we go to Miharu—because it was the only place I could drink even when I was broke.

			I had no way of knowing if she caught on to that, but Sasaki didn’t seem to question it. She just smiled and said, “Sounds fun. Let’s go.”

			When we got there, only my dad and Enako Ishino were around. Lately, those two had been getting along strangely well.

			My dad made no effort to hide his disappointment when he saw me walk in, and I mouthed the word perv in his direction. Ishino just gave me a knowing look.

			We clinked our ice-cold beers together. Sasaki let out a hearty “Phaaah!” like an old man.

			She was, if I remembered right, five years older than me. Thirty-three. There were so many things I wanted to ask her—how she chose what books to champion, whether she ever felt afraid of being in the spotlight, how she maintained a professional distance with authors, her thoughts about marriage, whether being a bookstore employee was a sustainable career, and, most of all, why she chose this job in the first place.

			As I mentally sorted through these questions, I suddenly remembered the resignation letter in my bag.

			Sasaki spoke first. “Your manager is something else, huh? Mine’s a piece of work, too, but I see you’ve got your hands full over there,” she said with a wry chuckle.

			For some reason, my dad, standing behind the counter nearby, felt the need to butt in with “That guy is nuts,” which made Ishino chuckle.

			Sasaki snorted. “So, how many managers have you had so far?”

			“He’s the third.”

			“Have any of them been even remotely competent?”

			“Nope.”

			“Whoa. Quick response.”

			“They all had their own quirks, but they were all dumb in their own way.”

			“Figures. I’ve never gotten along with any of mine, either. You know, I’ve been thinking about this a lot lately. All these managers used to be regular staff, right? At some point, they must have been annoyed by their own managers, too.”

			“I guess…”

			“At what point does a manager turn into an idiot? Were they always stupid, and that’s why they became managers? Or does becoming a manager make you stupid? It happens to every single one of them, without fail. Though I suppose, from their perspective, we probably seem like the clueless ones.”

			I nodded. From the sound of it, Sasaki had been offered a store management position, and she was turning it down.

			After this, the conversation got a little lighter. We drank, we talked, we laughed. Sasaki never once flaunted her fame as a big-name industry figure, and she answered every question I asked her. Despite my being just a measly contract employee, we had the exact same frustrations with work.

			“That Tokyo Sky Tree Stack thing—was that your idea?”

			Sasaki blinked, then instantly looked fed up. “No way. That was Tajima’s idea. I told him it looked tacky. Plus, it’s bad for the books, hard for customers to take copies, and just not great all around. Oh, but I do pick the books that get stacked. If I didn’t, we’d end up with a disaster pile.”

			“That Itoigawa Faultline book. Did you pick that?”

			“I did. Have you read it?”

			“Yes. Because of your interview, actually.”

			“What did you think?”

			“I thought it was amazing. Honestly, it was probably the best thing I’ve read for ages.”

			“Seriously? You’re not just saying that?”

			“Not at all. I’ve only ever lied about a book once.”

			“Huh? What do you mean?” she asked, clearly intrigued.

			I ended up telling her about what happened at Akatsuki Tomita’s event the other week.

			Sasaki’s mouth slowly contorted—then suddenly burst wide open. She was laughing so hard I thought she might fall off her stool.

			“Teresa Teng?! Seriously?!”

			It was the exact same reaction I’d had in the moment. I averted my gaze, feeling oddly detached.

			Meanwhile, Ishino, who I had expected to laugh along from her seat at the counter, quietly sipped her drink.

			“Ah, that was hilarious,” Sasaki finally said, catching her breath.

			From there, we kept talking about books—the most interesting ones we had read lately, the ones that had changed our lives, overrated novels, the authors we trusted implicitly…And as we talked, any lingering loneliness inside me slowly faded away.

			This—this was what it was all about, I thought.

			I wasn’t happy with work, I was anxious about my future, and I couldn’t even buy the books I wanted, because if I did, I wouldn’t be able to afford to live. I didn’t have a decent supervisor to help me out at the store, and to top it all off, our manager was a complete idiot.

			And yet, despite it all, I was still working at a bookstore. Why? Because I wanted to be surrounded by people who felt the same way. I wanted to talk about books with people who loved them as much as I did, even if they were at a different store.

			Maybe you could call that exploitation of passion. I couldn’t see how else to describe it. But at least when we were talking about books, we felt alive.

			“Can I ask you something?” Sasaki began all of a sudden, her expression unusually serious.

			“Of course.”

			“You’re not thinking of quitting, are you?”

			“Huh?”

			“Tanihara…Actually, I’m just going to call you Kyoko, if that’s okay. You and I are very alike. I can tell. Your resignation letter is tucked away in your bag, isn’t it? You better not hand it in, not yet…You have no idea how long mine’s been sitting in my bag. Five years. At this rate, I’ll be retiring before I ever turn it in.”

			Just as she cracked another joke, my phone vibrated on the counter. Almost simultaneously, hers buzzed, too.

			We both glanced at our screens, then burst out laughing. She had probably received the exact same photo as me.

			How on earth had their argument turned into this?

			Musashino’s very own Yamamoto was happily posing with Liberty Books’ store manager, Tajima, the two of them grinning like they were the best of friends. In fact, Yamamoto was proudly raising a mug of beer as if he were about to make a toast, even though he always claimed he didn’t drink.

			The caption was just two words.

			“Making up!”

			I really hoped it wasn’t our president who got roped into taking this photo—he was drunk enough already. As that thought crossed my mind, I found myself locking eyes with Sasaki.

			Her expression conveyed a mix of exasperation and amusement. Yes, we really were kindred spirits.

		

	
		
			
				4

				How Can Sales Reps Be So Stupid?

			
			“You’ve all been slacking lately! There’s no energy in this place! Even I, someone who loves and cares about you all, can see it! How do you think our customers are feeling?”

			Takeru Yamamoto, our ever-dramatic store manager, delivered his latest speech in a booming voice, like a politician at a campaign rally.

			Honestly, I was surprised he wasn’t holding a microphone.

			“Put yourselves in their shoes. Imagine you walk into a café, a department store, an izakaya bar, and the staff all look unmotivated. Wouldn’t you think, I’m never coming back here? Remember, some of our customers might visit a bookstore only once a year. If we lose them, it’s not just Musashino Books that suffers. The whole industry loses a precious reader forever!”

			A solid argument, I suppose. But it did absolutely nothing for me.

			“You all understand this, don’t you?”

			He tilted his head back dramatically, wiping at the corner of his eye with his thumb. Yep, this was going to be a long one. The teary gesture was a telltale sign he was getting high on his own supply.

			“I firmly believe that book lovers are naturally empathetic people. Actually, no, firmly believe isn’t strong enough. That’s something a woman I once loved used to say all the time. You’re all book lovers yourselves, aren’t you? So why can’t you put yourselves in our customers’ shoes? I find it truly puzzling.”

			The woman he once loved was probably Mari Koyanagi—not that she ever loved him back.

			The way he so casually dropped her into his grand speeches really rubbed me the wrong way. He was practically dragging her name through the mud. Normally, I would feel a growl rising in my throat. But today, for some reason, it didn’t come.

			Yamamoto scanned the room, noticing that none of us were reacting, and let out a long, exaggerated sigh.

			“Are you even listening, Kyoko Tanihara?”

			It took me a second to hear his question, as if he was calling to me from some faraway country. Onodera, one of the full-time staff, softly nudged me. “Tanihara?”

			“What?”

			“Not what. Yamamoto is talking to you.”

			“What do you want?” I asked bluntly.

			Yamamoto gave me a puzzled look. “It won’t do you any good to be zoning out. Musashino Books’ flagship store is resting on your shoulders, Kyoko Tanihara. You need to take this responsibility seriously.”

			“Right. Sorry,” I said, bowing my head.

			My response must have caught everyone by surprise, as the entire room was now staring at me with suspicion.

			“What’s wrong? Did something happen?”

			“No, not really.”

			“If you’re struggling, please don’t hesitate to reach out to me. I won’t allow you to bottle their worries up alone. That goes for all of you! Every single one of you here is like a son or a daughter to me. If you don’t confide in me, you’re practically rejecting me as a father.”

			Wow. Talk about dramatic. There weren’t even any male employees at the meeting, so who were supposed to be his sons in this scenario?

			Still, I didn’t feel my usual arrogant indignation. Not even a Who do you think you are?

			Yamamoto nodded solemnly, like a wise old sage. “I think I understand what you’re feeling, Kyoko Tanihara. When I was younger, I had dreams beyond being a bookseller, too. But fate, misfortune, and the malicious intent of others crushed them. Still, even after all that, I take pride in this job. Dreams are dreams, and reality is reality. Maybe it’s time for you to make peace with that?”

			I had no idea where he was getting this from, but he couldn’t be any further from the mark.

			I didn’t have some secret unfulfilled dream. Being a bookseller was my dream. And I was living it.

			I was tempted to correct him. But before I could, Yamamoto, looking thoroughly satisfied with himself, turned his attention back to the rest of the staff and slowly reached for something on the counter.

			“Hiroko Onodera, could you put this up in the store? It’s a poster for a local cable TV event. I don’t like plastering the store with this sort of thing, but our company president is helping organize it again this year.”

			Onodera nodded as she took the large rolled-up sheet from him.

			Ah, so it was that time of year again. Whenever spring came around, posters for a karaoke contest sponsored by the local cable TV station seemed to blossom on every pillar and wall throughout the store.

			I stared at Yamamoto. For some reason, he seemed almost lonely. And as I watched him, a thought floated back into my mind.

			Today’s the day. I need to tell him I’m quitting.

			

			—

			Six years had passed since I started working as a contract employee at Musashino Books. Since then, the thoughts I’m quitting for real this time and Just a little longer kept swinging back and forth in my mind.

			I had lost count of how many times I had decided to quit. It was a good thing Tokyo wasn’t covered in gerbera daisies—I would probably have plucked thousands by now, maybe even tens of thousands, pulling the little flowers apart, whispering, I’m quitting, I’m quitting not.

			That resignation letter I had written last winter—originally intended as a substitute for a written apology—ended up in the trash after I met Yoko Sasaki, the star bookseller from Liberty Books.

			“You know, if you’ve got your resignation letter stuffed in your bag, it pretty much means you’re never actually going to quit,” she said, sipping her sake at Miharu. “The longer you stay, the more complicated it gets. More and more things stop making sense. The higher-ups start looking more and more like idiots, and you start feeling like you’re running around like a headless chicken all the time. But you know what? The crazier things get, the more you fall in love with books. And right when you think you can’t take it anymore, the perfect story shows up, like it was waiting for just that moment. It’s amazing how that happens.”

			She said all this with such quiet, heartfelt conviction that I was completely mesmerized, basking in the aura of a bookseller so famous that the publishing industry kept tabs on her. There was something poised and effortless about her, a different kind of presence from that of my former colleague Koyanagi, but equally captivating. My heart pounded a little as she went on.

			Then Sasaki knocked back the last of her sake and, in a strangely prophetic tone, added, “Kyoko, you aren’t quitting. I can tell—we’re the same. When things get really bad, someone always shows up to save you. And it’s always the most random person, in the most ridiculous way. For me, it was a part-time kid who’d only been working for four days. He tore into me with a lecture so brutal I couldn’t even argue back. And the worst part was he was absolutely right.” She paused there, chuckling under her breath. “He quit without a word on his sixth day, though. But you’ll probably find yourself in the same boat, Kyoko. I’m sure of it.”

			She let out a loud guffaw, and I laughed along with her, wondering—who would my random person be? And what kind of ridiculous method of persuasion would they use?

			As I thought about this, I pulled the resignation letter from my bag and tossed it into the trash.

			

			—

			From the next day on, I threw myself into work like my life depended on it. My usual complaints mysteriously vanished, and I even started making an effort to talk to the junior employees I typically struggled to connect with.

			Slowly, I began to win back the trust of my coworkers—the trust I had lost after that disaster at the Akatsuki Tomita event. Even Isoda, who had been flat-out ignoring me ever since, went out of her way to tell me, “I don’t know what’s going on, but you’ve been looking really good lately, Tanihara. You’re glowing.” Everything was falling into place.

			And then—just like that—it wasn’t.

			One month later, the glowing came to an abrupt end when I suddenly saw, crystal clear, the undeniable difference between me and Yoko Sasaki.

			I had just finished yet another overtime shift—and was feeling generous enough to treat Isoda to drinks at Isabelle, which left me with less than three hundred yen per day to survive on until my next paycheck.

			I had no choice but to grab a cheap dinner at the convenience store: one onigiri rice ball, a boiled egg, and a tiny carton of vegetable juice. But that wasn’t a big deal. I had done it plenty of times before, and it never really bothered me.

			No, the problem came later.

			Seeing as tomorrow was my day off, I took my time soaking in the bathtub and pampered myself with my favorite skincare lotions for the first time in forever, before finally sitting down to eat.

			“Time to dig in,” I said out loud, just as my phone pinged with a message.

			The clock had just struck midnight. I picked up my phone with my free hand, still holding my onigiri in the other.

			“Happy twenty-ninth birthday, Kyoko! We’re celebrating right now—just the two of us. Wishing you a wonderful year ahead!”

			There was a photo, too. My dad, beaming, holding my mum’s framed portrait.

			I had completely forgotten my birthday. Midnight had passed, and I was officially twenty-nine.

			Suddenly, sitting there in my apartment with the onigiri in my hand, I felt unbearably lonely. My stomach let out a loud growl.

			I was twenty-nine, which meant that in exactly one year, I would be thirty. Would I still be single? Still getting birthday messages from only my dad? Still sitting alone in my tiny apartment, eating a convenience-store onigiri in the dark?

			That was when it hit me—the stark, undeniable difference between Yoko Sasaki and me. The difference between a contract employee and an official, full-time one.

			In the days that followed, I fell into the worst slump of my life.

			My motivation to work left me, and all I could feel was frustration. I started distancing myself from the junior employees again, and Isoda called me out on it.

			“What’s up with you lately, Tanihara? Why are you so down in the dumps?”

			But I couldn’t snap out of it.

			A deep, gnawing panic had taken root inside me, swallowing up any excitement I had left, like winter’s shadow creeping over the ground. How much longer could I keep living this way? Maybe I was slower to realize it than others, but for the first time, work and life had become inseparable in my mind.

			All of a sudden, I was terrified of how unstable my position was.

			I didn’t know how things worked at bigger companies, but at Musashino Books, contract employees made exactly 998 yen an hour. Fresh out of university, I had been thrilled: Wow, I’m making how much?! But six years had passed since then, and my wage hadn’t gone up by a single yen.

			Of course, I had always felt some frustration with my job. I carried almost the same responsibilities as a full-time employee, watched people less competent than me earn better salaries, and yet I couldn’t even afford to buy the books I loved. It didn’t seem fair.

			But they had made it painfully clear from the start.

			“Do you live at home, Tanihara? I want to be up-front with you—this job is going to be tough financially if you’re living on your own. But if you can commute from your family home, we’d love to have you.”

			I straightened my back, smiled, and lied. “Yes! My family home is in Kagurazaka, so commuting won’t be a problem!”

			The truth was, I had made a promise to my dad. Once you graduate university, you have to move out. But I had bombed every single job interview at the big bookstores, and more than anything, I had always wanted to work at Musashino Books—or, more specifically, at the store where Mari Koyanagi worked.

			I didn’t regret that decision. I didn’t even regret the lie. But the reality was, after paying rent on my tiny apartment, plus all my other expenses, I had almost nothing left. And even then, I spent the rest on books. No wonder saving money was impossible.

			I had been okay with that. Because I loved books. The scent of the ink, the feel of the paper, and, most of all, the stories themselves. That love was enough to keep me going.

			Or at least, it had been.

			But the moment I turned twenty-nine and became painfully aware that the big three-oh was creeping up, the ground I had been standing on cracked beneath me.

			Just having a passion for books wasn’t going to cut it anymore.

			And as if to drive that point home, three events happened one after another from last winter to this spring that left me reeling.

			

			—

			The first blow came in December.

			For reasons beyond my understanding, there was a year-end ritual at bookstores all over Japan: Employees were forced to dip into their pockets to buy multiple copies of something they had no interest in reading whatsoever.

			Actually, no—that wasn’t quite true. I did understand the reason. I just didn’t like thinking about it.

			Essentially, there was something called a bonus commission between certain publishers and the bookstores. The publisher would pick a book or magazine they really wanted to push. Then they would offer stores a deal—Order at least X copies during Y period, and we’ll give you a bonus of Z yen per sale. This gave bookstores a financial incentive, so they pushed the selected title as hard as they could.

			I was just a lowly contract employee, so I had no idea how much Oraikan was paying out for the New Year special edition of a magazine called Let’s Go, Madam!, but considering how aggressively Musashino Books was pushing it, I could guess it was a lot.

			Full-time employees were expected to purchase fifty copies, contract employees twenty, and part-timers five. We weren’t just expected to buy them—we were supposed to sell them to our friends and acquaintances.

			Personally, I couldn’t be bothered, so I just shoved mine into the back of my apartment closet every year. Onodera, on the other hand, hated even seeing them at home, so she and her mom went around handing them out to neighbors in their apartment building. As far as I knew, nobody actually tried reselling them.

			Well, except for one person.

			Yamamoto, Musashino Books’ most loyal lapdog, stood in front of us during one morning meeting and earnestly declared, “I want to be clear—this isn’t just about boosting sales. Well, of course, that’s part of it. But it’s not just about the commission. I believe our company president sees this as an opportunity—a chance for us to experience how fortunate we are that customers come to us, rather than the other way around. Yes, the bonus commission is important, but that isn’t the real goal here.”

			The room went dead silent. He had said bonus commission so many times that he was drawing even more attention to it.

			But as much as we all wanted to complain, Yamamoto made it impossible. Unlike us, he wasn’t just meeting his fifty-copy quota—he was happily buying two hundred copies and actually going around selling them to his friends and acquaintances.

			I couldn’t even be mad at him.

			And honestly, I wasn’t mad at the company, nor the president, either. This wasn’t just a Musashino Books thing—it was happening all over Japan. From Hokkaido in the north to Okinawa in the south, bookstore employees everywhere were venting their rage. One quick scroll through bookstore workers’ social media and you could see it. Post after post, rant after rant, all cursing Oraikan and Let’s Go, Madam!

			“This is bullshit.”

			“I’m done.”

			“Winter’s most depressing tradition.”

			“I quit over this nonsense.”

			“It made my younger colleague cry. Nothing’s ever done that before.”

			For some reason, knowing I wasn’t alone made me feel a little better.

			For reference, my winter bonus last year was 29,900 yen. And how much did I spend on Let’s Go, Madam!?

			Twenty-eight thousand yen.

			With the measly left-over sum of 1,900 yen, I took Isoda out to the local beef bowl chain. A ridiculous gesture, really. “Order whatever you want,” I said, playing the magnanimous host with my pitiful payout. “It’s on me.”

			What was the point of these so-called bonuses?

			Who, exactly, was benefiting from this whole bonus commission and employee buy-in system?

			The answer came from an unexpected source.

			A sales rep from a mid-tier publishing company had come in to pitch us on their planner range for the next year. Spotting a display of Let’s Go, Madam! by the register, he suddenly lit up.

			“Nice! If only we could get our planners showcased in a spot like this…” he mused aloud, obviously fishing for a response. Then, as if he had just had the most brilliant idea of his life, he clapped his hands together. “Ah, I see how it is. If I buy all ten of these magazines myself, that means this display will be empty, right?”

			I blinked, confused. “Wait, what?”

			He grinned mischievously. “You guys have to sell these, right? That’s why they’re in this prime location. So if I buy them all, you can swap in my planners instead. That way, Musashino Books makes money, and I get a prime spot for my product. Win-win, right?”

			The conversation was moving too fast for me to keep up.

			He added something under his breath, as though an afterthought: “Still, I’ll bet it doesn’t sit right, does it? Having to spend your own money for the sake of people who make more than you?”

			“Huh…?”

			“Oh, don’t get me wrong. I know I suggested it myself. But still, when you really think about it, in this situation, isn’t it kinda like I’m the one paying Oraikan’s employees their bonuses?”

			The salesman was good at his job, but he wasn’t well liked by the store staff, probably because he had a habit of coming out with tactless remarks like this.

			He was always a little flippant. I knew he didn’t mean anything by it, and normally I would have just laughed it off and let it slide, like I always did. But this time, I took it straight to the gut.

			I had never thought about it like that before. Was I really paying the bonuses for the employees at Oraikan? Me, utterly broke, scraping by, forced to buy a magazine I didn’t even want—just so they could live comfortably? Had I really never realized? Or had I just been avoiding the thought, afraid of the sense of despair it would inevitably bring?

			My face felt stiff. I couldn’t even manage a proper smile.

			I probably had the exact same look on my face when the new year rolled around and Yamamoto, looking all pleased with himself, handed me a fancy envelope: “The company has given you all a special bonus!”

			Inside was 1,400 yen.

			For all that money I had sunk into buying those magazines—another 28,000 yen—this was what I got in return? How was I supposed to react?

			The second thing that broke my spirit was even simpler—my February paycheck was ridiculously low.

			Such was the fate of those who were paid by the hour. February was the shortest month, which meant fewer shifts, which meant less pay. This year, the way the schedule worked out, my paycheck didn’t even hit 130,000 yen. I could barely survive on 150,000. How on earth was I supposed to live on this?

			I found myself holding my head in my hands—literally—completely shattered.

			But then came the third setback. The knife that dealt the killing blow came from the most unexpected of places.

			

			—

			It was May, just after Golden Week. The new fiscal year had begun, and suddenly the store was plastered from floor to ceiling with posters for that damn cable TV channel.

			Yamamoto was in an unusually good mood during the morning staff meeting.

			“Yamanaka from Oraikan will be stopping by today. I’ll be meeting with him, of course, but…let’s see. Kyoko Tanihara, would you mind sitting in as well?”

			“Me?”

			“Yes. He’ll be bringing over flyers and proofs for next month’s literature releases. It sounds like Oraikan is really pushing these titles, and he wants to talk to us about them.”

			“I see. All right,” I said, but my heart sank. I couldn’t shake the feeling that nothing good would come of this meeting.

			No matter how much they wanted to promote a title, Oraikan almost never bothered coming to Musashino Books in person.

			Actually, had they come even once? Usually they just faxed over a list of new releases, and even when we sent back our requested order numbers, they hardly ever honored them. They didn’t visit, and they didn’t fulfill our requests for the same reason—they didn’t think we were worth the effort.

			For that reason, I barely knew Yamanaka, the sales rep supposedly assigned to us. But even so, I could say with certainty he was exactly the kind of salesman I hated. No, scratch that—the kind of person I hated. Arrogant. Condescending. I tried not to let personal feelings get in the way of my work, but that didn’t mean I didn’t have them.

			And, of course, Yamanaka showed up on the day at the worst possible time—right in the middle of the evening rush. Anyone with half a brain could see the line at the register, but he walked right in and started putting himself about like he owned the place.

			“Good evening. I’m from Oraikan. I called ahead and made an appointment with your manager the other day. Is Tanihara here?”

			We had met two or three times before, but he clearly didn’t remember me.

			In my experience, most publishing representatives were actually pretty humble. The days when books sold themselves were long gone, and the publishers had to put in an effort now. Since I started working at Musashino Books, I had rarely come across a salesman with an attitude.

			Of course, just because they acted polite didn’t mean they actually saw us as equals. Maybe they were simply trying to get through the interaction without any hiccups.

			No matter how much they bowed and scraped, the power balance would always be skewed. And not just power: salaries, social status, confidence, even the clothes they wore…

			Not that anyone was actually comparing us. It wasn’t like I wanted to work in publishing. Working at a bookstore had been my dream. I had no reason to envy them.

			But then what was this tangled mess of feelings inside me?

			I knew the answer. It was the sheer exhaustion of scraping by, of barely making ends meet.

			Finally, the register line thinned out, and I turned to face Yamanaka.

			He had the face of someone who never second-guessed himself. Not exactly friendly, but not too forbidding, either. Steady.

			“Thank you for your time. I’m Yamanaka from Oraikan. I’ve brought one of our new hires with me today.”

			Before I could even process his words, my eyes darted to the woman standing behind him.

			She was dressed in a crisp, brand-new suit, beaming as she held out a business card with both hands. “Thank you so much for taking the time to meet with us today. It’s a pleasure to see you again!”

			I took the card in a daze.

			The name printed on the card was Yuko Kinashi, who until just this spring had been a part-timer here at Musashino Books. For some reason, I had assumed she would have been assigned to editorial. She spoke to me gently. “It’s nice to be back at the store. I look forward to working with you again, Tanihara.”

			I forced a meaningless, awkward smile and looked back down at the card.

			The Oraikan company logo. The thick ivory cardstock. Her name, printed neatly beneath it. It all looked so official.

			In the end, I was the one judging people by their titles. Publisher, sales rep—I was the one giving those labels weight. I was the one sinking into this unnecessary inferiority complex.

			Who had I become?

			The question surged up inside me, overwhelming and relentless. My fingers trembled around the business card.

			I was ashamed of myself.

			

			—

			Yamamoto led them into the back office, his energy cranked up to an almost absurd degree.

			“Ah, Yamanaka! It’s been too long! How have you been? Are you still surfing?”

			It was clear Yamanaka had no recollection of Yamamoto. He pulled out a business card and started to introduce himself—“Nice to meet you, I’m Yamanaka from Oraikan”—but our manager didn’t let him get that far.

			For a split second, Yamanaka’s face twitched with discomfort, but he recovered quickly.

			“Yes, actually. I managed to take a decent break over Golden Week for the first time in years. Took my wife and kid to Hawaii to go surfing.”

			“Wow, lucky you! No wonder you’re looking more tanned than the last time I saw you.”

			“You think so? I slathered myself in sunscreen because I didn’t want it affecting work, you know?”

			“No, no, I can tell. Hawaii, huh? Must be nice. I’ve always wanted to go. But, you know, no rest for the wicked—no time or money to spare over here in retail. Oh, and Yuko Kinashi! It’s been a while. Wait, don’t tell me…you went abroad, too?”

			Yamamoto let out a booming laugh, as if this exchange was the most entertaining thing in the world. Clearly, the term inferiority complex didn’t feature in his personal dictionary.

			Meanwhile, I continued to stew in my own thoughts. What immediately popped into my head was Let’s Go, Madam!—the magazine we had been forced to buy in the run-up to the New Year.

			So Yamanaka, a career-track employee at Oraikan, had spent his Golden Week vacation surfing in Hawaii with his wife and kid…

			I got it. Of course I did. This wasn’t some simple A-to-B logic. No matter where I worked, no matter what job I had, Yamanaka would have gone to Hawaii this year. It wasn’t like I resented him for it, and I didn’t particularly envy him, either, not in the way Yamamoto did.

			But my own Golden Week had been a disaster. Two student part-timers had quit without warning, and I got stuck covering their shifts without a single day off, not to mention the overtime almost every night.

			To make matters worse, customer traffic had been higher than usual, and, of course, Oraikan’s books had been flying off the shelves. I remember wrapping so many of them I had lost count.

			I knew this was good for business, which was something to be grateful for. Objectively speaking, I should have been happy. But even as I kept telling myself that, my mood kept sinking.

			Then I noticed the faint tan on Yamanaka’s nose, and something inside me gave a little knock against my ribs.

			I had never met her—nor did I have even the slightest interest in her—but out of nowhere, I found myself picturing Yamanaka’s wife.

			I decided she was about my age. Her name was Rika. She had a father who worked for a trading firm, a stay-at-home mother, and a younger brother she was especially close to. Ever since she could remember, she had been aware of the male gaze, always surrounded by cute friends.

			She went to a private all-girls’ school—not the most prestigious, but with a rich history—and from high school onward, she started doing amateur modeling, for the experience.

			She started small, in a local Yokohama magazine, but as time went on, she landed gigs in bigger publications. By the time she made it into a well-known but academically unimpressive women’s university, she got scouted by none other than Oraikan’s fashion magazine.

			That was where she had met him. He was a surfer, and he came off as a bit of a playboy. At first, his interest in her was only superficial. But, as it turned out, holding off on saying yes to dinner invitations worked in her favor.

			Before she knew it, he had committed himself to winning her over. Still, she told herself to be careful. To take things slow. To make sure he was serious about her. Finally, they tied the knot when he was thirty-five and she was twenty-four.

			Their little girl, Maria, was born in a hospital famous for catering to the elite. Now, at three years old, she was at her most adorable, and her dad, once a bit of a womanizer, was utterly devoted to her.

			For Golden Week this year, the three of them had taken a trip back to Hawaii, where the couple had held their wedding.

			Maybe his body wasn’t quite as toned as before, but when he surfed, he was still just as cool. Maria and Rika sat under the beach umbrella, arguing over who loved him more.

			“No, I’m going to marry Papa!”

			She was so precious, so full of love, that her mother couldn’t help but feel a little afraid. Would they actually end up fighting over him someday? Then again, the fact that she could even entertain such a thought must have meant she had found true happiness.

			Thank you, she murmured in her heart. So long as I have you and Maria, I don’t need anything else.

			Well, maybe just one thing. Take us back to Hawaii again. Promise me. That’s all I need to be happy.

			

			—

			Before I knew it, I had become Rika.

			A life of overwhelming fulfillment, so dazzling, so complete, that there was no need for stories of redemption—no need for any novels at all.

			Then, still a little dazed, I glanced up at Maria’s papa, who for some reason was standing there in a shabby suit, pitching a new release to a scrawny guy with a name badge. His sunburned nose stood out even more than it had before.

			It felt like I had somehow used the last of my own money to send their family to Hawaii. I was really starting to lose it.

			So, Rika—did you have fun on that Hawaii trip paid for with all that hard-earned money I wasted on those stupid magazines?

			And you, Maria—do you realize I’m the one who paid for all your soft little nappies?

			My mind was all over the place. I was on the verge of screaming—which was probably why I didn’t notice when a voice said to me, “It’s that time of year again.”

			Something rumbled deep in my throat. I snapped my head around, eyes wide, to find Kinashi flashing me a gentle smile.

			“This brings back memories. You were absolutely livid last year, Tanihara. I remember you shouting, ‘This store is already tacky enough—don’t make it worse!’ ”

			Vaguely, I followed her gaze to a poster taped to the wall: an ad for the karaoke contest hosted by the local cable TV station.

			A tear began to roll down my cheek. It featured last year’s champion.

			A moment ago, my mind had been lost in the deep blue waters of Hawaii—but now I was hit hard with the image of some old man gripping a microphone at the community center, singing his heart out.

			The sight left an aching sadness, gnawing at me from the inside.

			

			—

			After finishing their pitches for the new releases, Yamanaka started chatting with Yamamoto. As if she had been waiting for this exact moment, Kinashi turned to me, her face lighting up.

			“Are you free tonight, Tanihara? If you’re up for it, how about we grab dinner after work?”

			I’d had a feeling she was going to suggest something like that, and I really wanted to avoid it.

			I swallowed the instinct to turn and run, fighting to keep my expression neutral.

			“Sorry. I’ve already got plans tonight. If I’d known you were coming, I would’ve made time.”

			It wasn’t a bad excuse, I thought. I even managed to smile. My tone was firm, with just the right amount of regret.

			And yet, Kinashi just stared at me—a long, probing look that all but left me squirming.

			She had seen right through me. She turned away, fidgeting with her nose and looking slightly uncomfortable.

			“Is it because it’s right before payday?” she asked.

			“What?”

			“If that’s the reason, please don’t turn me down. I wanted to treat you as a thank-you. Remember what I said before I left? That once I got my first paycheck, I’d take you out for drinks? I wouldn’t be working at Oraikan if it wasn’t for you.”

			She spoke without hesitation, with a confidence she had lacked when she was a part-timer at Musashino Books. Or maybe it was just my own bias—seeing her now as an Oraikan employee made her seem more self-assured.

			To be honest, her bluntness ruffled my feathers.

			Kinashi knew exactly how little I made. She knew I was always broke by payday, knew payday was right around the corner, knew I was always agonizing over whether or not to pick up a book I wanted, only to buy it anyway and wind up unable to afford a proper meal.

			She knew all of this—because I was the one who had told her.

			I had no right to be mad just because she was offering to pay. And yet I found myself shaking my head slightly.

			I had opened up to her because she was my colleague at Musashino Books, but now she was a full-time employee at one of the biggest publishers in the industry. The thought of being patronized by someone in that position, one who was aware of my money problems, made my blood boil.

			For some reason, Let’s Go, Madam! popped into my head again. Resenting someone who had been there only a month wasn’t exactly fair, I knew that, but I still couldn’t hide my irritation.

			Kinashi let out a small, exasperated sigh. “Then when are you free?”

			Her voice grated on me in a way I couldn’t explain. I felt lost. Maybe I was just being overly sensitive, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that she was talking down to me.

			And if she was, if it wasn’t just in my head, then what had changed her so much in just one month? When she worked at Musashino Books, she had been quiet, reserved.

			She had always looked a little anxious, but she noticed everything. Even with her long bangs covering half her face, she paid close attention to those around her, and she consistently offered accurate reports.

			She wasn’t too chummy, but she was always present. She maintained just the right distance.

			That was why someone as socially awkward as me had been able to build a friendly relationship with her.

			Once Koyanagi had left, Kinashi had been my most trusted confidant at the store.

			But now, just one month later, she felt different. At the very least, the old Kinashi wouldn’t have looked at me with that kind of exasperation, nor would she have asked that last question in such an openly impatient tone.

			What had changed her? Had she already been tainted by Oraikan’s corporate mindset?

			I avoided her gaze, murmuring weakly, “Any time after next Wednesday.”

			In the end, pathetic as it was, I scheduled it for after payday.

			Another sigh filled the space between us.

			“Like I said—”

			“It’s not about the money. I want to read the advance proof you brought first. I’m not a fast reader, so I need some time.” I looked up to meet her gaze, almost pleading.

			Kinashi pursed her lips together and stared at me. I couldn’t read her expression one little bit.

			“Can I at least pick the restaurant?” she asked after a brief silence.

			I swallowed my disappointment and shook my head. “No. Let me choose.”

			“No way. I want to treat you. If I let you choose, you’ll go easy on me.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“It means you’ll pick some cheap place so I don’t have to spend too much. This is a special occasion, so let’s go somewhere nice. Just relax, okay? I really do just want to say thank you.”

			How must I have looked in the eyes of this girl six years my junior? Just how broke did she think I was?

			Wherever we went, I was paying for myself. Or, at the very least, we would be splitting the bill.

			But there was no way I could afford the kind of restaurant she had in mind. Splitting the bill wouldn’t make a difference. I couldn’t possibly keep up with someone working at a company that paid that well.

			What was the right place to go when eating out with a younger ex-colleague who earned more than I did? I had no idea.

			As she was leaving, Kinashi finally brought up the real reason she had come.

			“I didn’t want to say anything and cloud your judgment, but that proof I gave you? I had to talk Yamanaka into letting Musashino Books have it. I’m sure you’ll love it. Honestly, I feel so lucky that this was the first book I got to work on. I can’t wait to hear what you think.”

			I never did manage to come up with a good response.

			Her hand, gripping mine firmly, pale and delicate as it was, was warmer than I expected.

			

			—

			A week later, Kinashi sent me the name and address of an Italian restaurant in Ginza. Her message included that phrase again: It’s a special occasion. From what I could tell from the online photos and menu, it didn’t seem like an overly fancy place.

			But still, it was Ginza, Tokyo’s most upscale district. And more than that, I was still caught up on every word we had exchanged during our last conversation.

			I considered buying a new outfit for the occasion, but then I figured the money would be better spent on the actual meal. Instead, I rummaged through my closet and pulled out the nicest clothes I had—even if they were a bit outdated—and trudged over to Ginza with heavy steps.

			I had been dreading this day, but seeing Kinashi wasn’t the only reason.

			A few days earlier, I had gone back to Miharu for the first time in a while to sit down and read the book she had dropped off. Ever since I had binge-read Kenya Onishi’s Where the Wind Finds the Wagon there in one sitting, it had become my favorite reading spot.

			That day, I was nibbling on a minced-meat cutlet my dad had fried up for me as I flipped through the pages of the proof. The book was a new release by Hikaru Hongo, a mid-career writer who had been publishing for about ten years.

			It was called Sometimes Like a Motherless Child, or Metropolitan Syndrome. Ever since Lily Miyagi’s The Itoigawa Faultline Serial Leek Murder Case became a massive hit, these oddly old-fashioned, vaguely nonsensical long-winded titles had become a trend.

			Frankly, I was already sick and tired of them. I hated it when novelists—who should have been focusing on forging their own path—chased after secondhand success.

			Especially considering that Miyagi herself had already gone on to release her second book, which had since become another huge success, with the simple and elegant title Scattered Blossoms.

			So, the way I saw it, a title as absurd as Sometimes Like a Motherless Child, or Metropolitan Syndrome merely reflected the anxieties of an author who had been in the game for a decade without scoring a single major hit.

			The story itself was more or less what I expected.

			It was about six young people, each struggling with personal issues, coming together to form a sort of makeshift family in an old abandoned house in Tokyo’s lowtown district. The theme itself was right up my alley.

			But for whatever reason, I couldn’t get into it.

			I wasn’t sure if that was because of the constant metaphors or the slightly formulaic writing, but either way, I just couldn’t connect with the characters or the story.

			I felt like it was always on the verge of getting interesting, but in the end, it never did. Just as I finished the last page, Enako Ishino—the only other person in the restaurant that day—gave me a wry smile and asked, “I think I can tell how good a book is just by looking at your face. Was it that bad?”

			“Not bad, exactly, but…I don’t know. I didn’t really get it.”

			I looked down at the proof again. The handwritten editor’s note on the cover page was brimming with passion.

			
				I’ve had the privilege of witnessing new talent truly blossom.

				The story, the prose, the characters, even the title—there was barely anything that needed to be changed.

				I’d love to grab a drink with any bookseller who wants to have a chat about this one.

			

			And then, the one that really got me: “I think I became an editor just so I could help bring this book into the world. If I can find booksellers who share this feeling, I’ll be happier than I could ever ask for.”

			Every single word made me feel more alone.

			Of course, editors wanted to sell the books they were responsible for. Some would exaggerate, others would straight-up lie. But the words on this cover page didn’t seem to hint at that kind of calculated intent.

			This editor had fallen for this book, genuinely believed in it, and desperately wanted people to read it.

			Maybe that kind of passion had set my expectations too high. Maybe that was why I couldn’t read it with an open mind.

			It was the infamous Tanihara Effect.

			At the end of the day, people’s reactions to books were subjective. A story that offers a lifeline to one person could be the target of the harshest criticism from another. Online reviews were proof of that. In fact, the books that moved me, the ones I found extraordinary, usually ended up with a mixed bag of opinions. When that happened, the average rating tended to settle at about three-point-five stars. Koyanagi and I had called it the Three-Point-Five Theory.

			It didn’t bother me when my opinion failed to match everyone else’s. What did worry me, though, was whether I was letting my own biases cloud my judgment—whether I was approaching the book fairly and seeing it for what it really was.

			In this case, my bias was, of course, my history with Oraikan: the distrust that started with their disregard for small stores like ours and had only grown with the whole Let’s Go, Madam! affair. Then there was my own uncertain future, my fear of what came next.

			Right in the middle of all that, Kinashi, with her new sense of confidence, had walked into the store with her head held high.

			“I feel so lucky that this was the first book I got to work on.”

			Her words had been echoing in my head ever since.

			How could a book associated with someone who was blessed in every conceivable way possibly be good?

			Yes, deep down, that was what I was thinking.

			My personal baggage had nothing to do with the book’s quality. I knew that. But at the same time, I wasn’t the kind of person who could just brush it off. I didn’t remotely trust myself to be that objective.

			Then again, if my judgment of this book could be so easily swayed by my feelings about Oraikan and Kinashi, then I would be disappointed in myself as a bookseller.

			As I grappled with these questions, a message popped up on my phone, almost as if to test me.

			
				Hi, Tanihara! Have you read the advance copy of Hongo’s latest book?

			

			It was from Isoda. She had also received an advance copy of Sometimes Like a Motherless Child, or Metropolitan Syndrome. Normally, each bookstore received only one proof, but Isoda had got in touch with Kinashi and begged her for another.

			Something about the timing felt ominous. But still, I replied, Yeah, I just finished.

			Isoda’s response came immediately.

			
				It’s incredible, right?! This is exactly your kind of book, Tanihara! We have to push this. I mean it, we have to get this book out there!

			

			My vision suddenly warped. It took me a moment to realize it was because of the tears welling up in my eyes.

			I gripped the advance copy tighter, staring intently at the cover. Before I knew it, I was muttering aloud, “Maybe it really is time for me to quit.”

			I had had this thought a thousand times before. But this time, it came out with an urgency I had never felt before.

			Ishino and my dad, who were both sitting nearby, breathed heavy sighs.

			Ishino was the first to speak. “How old are you now, Kyoko?”

			“Twenty-nine.”

			“That’s what I figured. You’ll be thirty next year. It’s rough, I know. Thirty feels like a huge hurdle, especially for a single woman in an unstable job. I changed careers at that age, too, you know.”

			“Really? What did you do before this?”

			“Sorry to disappoint you, but I wasn’t a bookseller. I ran a jazz café.”

			“A jazz café? You ran it?”

			“Yes. It was a stupid dream of mine. But it was actually pretty popular. It was something I’d wanted to do since I was a kid, and it was fun while it lasted.”

			Ishino took a sip of her drink and let out a brief laugh. I had already stopped thinking of her as the bookseller I once admired, but this was so far out of left field that I found myself at a loss for words.

			She went on in her usual calm, matter-of-fact way. “No matter what your job is, if you want to quit it, you should. At least, that’s what I think. My generation tends to glorify the idea of sticking with something no matter what, but I don’t buy into that. In the end, we all have to choose our own paths. If you can’t take pride in what you’re doing, then what’s the point? It doesn’t matter if you’re making ten million yen or twenty—if you can’t find meaning in working at a bookstore, then yes, you should quit. Sorry, but nobody in this world is truly irreplaceable. No matter the job, someone else will always fill your spot. Work only has meaning if you give it meaning. It has to be a choice you make for yourself.”

			This wasn’t a lecture, nor was she trying to convince me of anything. She was just speaking plainly, sometimes tilting her head in thought, sometimes smiling faintly, as if remembering something. She certainly wasn’t pushing her views on me.

			And yet, I was taken aback. Where was my pride? Why had I chosen to work at a bookstore in the first place? Those questions kept circling through my mind.

			“That said,” Ishino added, almost as an afterthought, “I don’t think you should quit just yet.”

			Her words snapped me out of my thoughts.

			“Why not?” I asked.

			“I don’t really have a solid reason. It’s just a feeling. I don’t think you’ve found your next thing yet—not the way I did. But more than that, I think you’re on the verge of doing something important as a bookseller. I don’t know what, but something big.”

			My heart started racing. Both parts of her answer stuck with me. What had been her next thing? And what exactly was it that I was about to accomplish?

			Before I could ask, before I could even get the words “Well, actually” out of my mouth, my dad cut in from behind the counter.

			“You haven’t even tried to fight yet.”

			I looked at him in surprise.

			“You finally land the job you wanted, you enjoy it for a while, and now that things aren’t so easy, you want to quit? What are you, a kid? If you don’t like how things are, try changing them before running away.”

			I knew my dad had been paying more attention to Ishino lately. That he had been looking at her in a way that made my skin crawl. But I had to admit his words hit home.

			Satisfied, he nodded and placed a small white envelope on the counter in front of me. “At least you’ve got a home waiting for you. Fight it out a little harder. If you give it your all and it still doesn’t work out, then come back. I’ll teach you how to cook. But don’t think for a second this world is any easier than yours.”

			

			—

			For a while, their words felt like they were pointing me in the right direction. No doubt about it: My pitch-black days suddenly had a faint glimmer of light.

			But even so, as the day of my dinner with Kinashi approached, my sense of dread returned. Facing a confident junior, being in Ginza, the state of my wallet—they were all factors. The main source of my anxiety, though, was that I had to give her my thoughts on the book.

			I read Sometimes Like a Motherless Child, or Metropolitan Syndrome again, trying to approach it with a fresh mindset. My opinion didn’t change in the slightest. I just couldn’t see what was meant to be so good about it.

			Steeling myself, I reached for the door. The restaurant had an even more casual atmosphere than the online photos suggested. Kinashi, who had arrived first, was wearing the same kind of relaxed dress she used to wear at Musashino Books, and was waving at me enthusiastically.

			“Tanihara! Over here!”

			She didn’t make fun of my one decent outfit. Instead, she gave me a big smile. I sat down and nervously opened the menu. While it was definitely pricier than my usual izakaya bar, it wasn’t completely out of reach. A part of me relaxed a little and settled in for the evening.

			The food was great, drinks were flowing, and sitting side by side at the counter, chatting with Kinashi, turned out to be a lot more fun than I had expected.

			Every time she laughed, she casually rested a hand on my thigh. It felt completely natural, and I didn’t mind at all. I was sure she had no shortage of admirers.

			Talking about books with her, I lost track of time. I had been so on edge, but now I had to laugh at myself—I was actually enjoying our dinner together.

			Of course, things weren’t the same as before. She was now a full-time employee at the biggest publishing company in the country, while I was still a contract worker at a small bookstore. No matter how much fun the conversation was, in the end, it was always leading to business.

			Once we had mostly finished eating, Kinashi got down to it without the faintest hint of hesitation.

			“To be honest, when I joined Oraikan, I was hoping to end up in the literary editorial department. Sales wasn’t even on my radar. I was completely lost for a few days, but I got over it surprisingly quickly. Do you know why?”

			“No idea. Tell me.”

			“Because I thought I’d get to work closely with you, Tanihara. I thought I could change things. Oraikan tends to look down on midsized chains like Musashino Books, and I wanted to do something about that. I got assigned to cover bookstores in the southern Kanto region, under Yamanaka. And then, almost immediately, I came across an amazing book.”

			Her eyes sparkled with sincerity.

			“So? What did you think? I’d love to hear your honest opinion.”

			She gently set her glass down on the counter and looked me straight in the eye. I instinctively reached for my bag.

			Inside was the envelope that held my resignation letter—the one my dad had recently shoved back at me. “You forgot this at some point. I kept it for you.” He had actually fished it out of the bin.

			I still didn’t know what Ishino meant when she asked me about my pride as a bookseller.

			But I knew one thing for sure—I didn’t want to lie. I still regretted giving in to the pressure from Akatsuki Tomita back during his discussion event.

			Even if I was being swayed by some pathetic inferiority complex, I had to own my opinions as they were now.

			“…Sorry. I just didn’t like it. Maybe I didn’t get it, but I didn’t find it that interesting. I’m sorry.”

			Tension filled the space between us—but for only a second. Kinashi shrugged like it was no big deal, and she even let out a laugh.

			“Why are you apologizing? It’s fine. I’ll bring you another book next time—one you’ll definitely enjoy.”

			“How can you just accept that? Doesn’t that bother you?”

			“Hmm?”

			“I mean, you really thought it was great, didn’t you? You really thought I’d like it. I don’t get it. Even Isoda raved about it. I can’t help but doubt my own judgment here.”

			“There’s no such thing as right or wrong when it comes to books.”

			“Maybe not, but—” I bit my tongue before I could say any more. Kinashi was watching me intently.

			It wasn’t that I was giving in to her gaze. I just—I wanted to get it all out. The hardest thing to say, to the hardest person to say it to. I wanted to let it go.

			So I told her everything. My insecurities, my stagnant salary, my bleak future, my resentment toward Oraikan, even the ridiculous assumptions I had made about Yamanaka’s family. I held nothing back. Kinashi listened throughout it all, her expression completely neutral.

			Even when I finished, she remained silent. She just looked at me, her expression somehow both understanding and firm.

			There was no telling how long the silence stretched. Eventually, she was the one to break eye contact. Her expression softened slightly, and she nodded to herself. Twice, then three times.

			“When I read the proofs for Sometimes Like a Motherless Child, the first person who came to mind was you, Tanihara. In the end, you didn’t like it, but still, I thought of you right away. That’s why I told Yamanaka we should bring a copy with us to Musashino…I can’t say it went down well at first, though.”

			I had a feeling I knew why. “Why not?” I asked anyway.

			Kinashi, it seemed, could see that I had already figured it out.

			“He said it wasn’t a level playing field. That Musashino Books wasn’t even in the same league as the big retailers. That annoyed me. But things are changing…You know, I’m heading to Odawara with Yamanaka tomorrow morning.”

			I tilted my head, not quite following.

			She continued as if she hadn’t noticed. “There’s a small independent bookstore a little over ten minutes by bus from the station. It’s not a big store, and their sales aren’t anything remarkable, but we’re going to talk to them about the summer paperback fair.”

			A new frustration built in my chest. Oraikan had never sent anyone to Musashino Books for something like that.

			But I guess that was exactly what Kinashi was getting at.

			“Yamanaka’s a little set in his ways. He’s got a sharp tongue, and he’s certainly not without his fair share of issues, but beneath it all, he’s incredibly passionate about his work…”

			“But still…in a way, he was right, wasn’t he? I mean, I didn’t actually rate Sometimes Like a Motherless Child that highly.”

			“Because it didn’t resonate with you, right?”

			“I don’t know…To be honest, I don’t even feel like I’m on equal footing with Oraikan myself. I’m not that kind of person.”

			“But you’d never lie about a book’s quality, Tanihara. Not after what happened with Akatsuki Tomita. There’s no way you’d ever fake a review. You just didn’t connect with it this time.”

			Kinashi said this with a gentle smile and kept going before I could respond.

			“If bowing my head to bookstores will help energize the industry, I’ll do it as much as it takes. But I’ll never bow just to make my own life easier. That’s something else Yamanaka said once. He’s the one fighting harder than anyone in the company for better treatment of bookstore workers.”

			“He is?”

			“Yes. Like that Let’s Go, Madam! nonsense. He’s been fighting upper management on his own, saying we should get rid of stupid, outdated customs like that. Oh, and one more thing—you have his wife all wrong. She’s not an amateur model. I don’t know all the details, but I heard she’s about twenty-five years older than him.”

			“Huh?”

			“Apparently, she used to be the mother of one of his middle school friends from his hometown in Gunma.”

			“Wait, what? That sounds just like Roberto Petagine.”

			“Petagine?”

			“You know, the baseball player? Never mind. It’s not important.”

			“Oh, and their kid is a boy. His name is Kanta. He can be really cheeky, and he plays baseball himself, actually. So no, there’s definitely no Maria.”

			Kinashi laughed, then plowed on without asking for my thoughts.

			“I get that you’re feeling anxious, Tanihara. And, of course, bookstore staff shouldn’t have to accept poor working conditions. The system needs to change. But that’s exactly why you can’t quit right now. You need to stay in the industry and work to change it from the inside. That’s what will shape the future of bookstores—and publishing as a whole.”

			The scale of the conversation was so overwhelming I could hardly keep up.

			“But what am I supposed to do?”

			“I don’t know. Maybe start by becoming a full-time career employee? To be honest with you, from the outside looking in, you seem way too passive about it.”

			“Passive?”

			“Yes. Why aren’t you fighting harder for it? Who cares about the company’s rules or evaluation systems? At the end of the day, you’re someone the publishing industry needs. So why don’t you push back a little?”

			My dad had said much the same thing.

			Kinashi let her words hang in the air, looking slightly hesitant for the first time that night.

			“Oh, by the way, I heard a rumor—apparently, a big-name author is working on something totally out of left field. I don’t have any details yet, but I’ve got a feeling this one might hit home for you, Tanihara. I’ll bring it over when it’s ready. Let me know what you think.”

			

			—

			So here it was, the moment of truth.

			What I was about to do—what I was asking for—was nothing less than a direct challenge to a system that Musashino Books had upheld for years.

			I wanted to change the self-evaluation scores I had submitted in every single one of my performance reviews. Out of sheer laziness, I had given myself straight averages, but I wanted to take them back. Under company rules, middling scores meant I had next to no chance of being promoted to a permanent, full-time position. But now I wanted them to evaluate me properly. If, after that, they decided they needed me, I wanted them to make me full-time.

			That was what I was about to say.

			Yamamoto was in the back office when I walked in. He must have seen something in my expression, because he stood up, said something to a passing employee, and—before I could even open my mouth—locked the door.

			Before I could say anything, he started talking.

			“You know, I once had dreams of being more than a bookstore manager. Due to a series of twists of fate and certain unfortunate events—not to mention the intense malice directed at me from other people—I let those dreams slip away. But still, I take pride in my work here at the store.”

			I had no idea what he was getting at. No clue at all. But I couldn’t help but notice he was saying the exact same thing, word for word, that he had announced at one of the morning staff meetings. He must have really liked that speech.

			He stared at me like he was trying to burn a hole through my face, then touched his nose awkwardly, looking embarrassed.

			“I was actually supposed to be a singer-songwriter, you know.”

			“Huh? A singer-songwriter…?”

			“Yes. I was born to make a living from music. But fate, coincidence, bad luck, and some truly spiteful people saw to it that my dream never came true. Back then, when I was wallowing in despair, a certain book saved me. After that, becoming a bookseller felt like the natural path.”

			He gave me a piercing look, like he was trying to see straight into my soul.

			“Kyoko Tanihara, I know exactly what you’re thinking right now. I can tell—I’ve been watching you lately. And I need to ask you something. Please, don’t do anything just yet.”

			“What?”

			“Let me make the first move. You telling the president yourself—there’s still time for that later, don’t you think? Let me fight for you first.”

			Something pressed against my chest. Just moments ago, I had been planning to go straight to President Kashiwagi myself to prove my worth to him, to ask to be made a full-time employee. I was even prepared to go all the way to his home in Kichijoji if that was what it took.

			“Yamamoto…”

			The word slipped out of my mouth. His expression was softer than I had ever seen before.

			“Come on, now, don’t cry, Kyoko Tanihara. I hate to make a woman cry. You’re an important staff member—to me, you’re like family. Anything that directly affects your life affects me, too. Of course, this isn’t easy for me, either. But it isn’t just your problem. It’s my problem, as well. So, please. Let me take the first step.”

			Looking back on it now, none of what he said really made any sense. It was strange how he randomly started talking about his old dreams, and acting like he could read my mind just from looking at my face was honestly pushing it.

			And yet, for some reason, it seemed to make an odd sort of sense. More than anything, I was overwhelmed by the situation—shocked that he understood how I felt, and thrilled that he wanted to help me.

			“Thank you! Yes, I’ll wait. Of course, I’m going to fight for myself, too, but I’ll wait for you to speak to him first,” I practically shouted—and then, impulsively, I shook hands with him, hard.

			

			—

			Two weeks passed.

			There hadn’t been the slightest sign Yamamoto was doing anything to advance my cause, and I was starting to get seriously impatient.

			Then, one day, when I was on the sales floor, Kinashi stopped by to drop off some advance copies of new titles, when Isoda came rushing over, her face pale.

			“Tanihara! Oh, Kinashi! I didn’t know you were here! Um, something’s happened! Hurry, we need you in the office!”

			She shot a nervous glance toward the far wall, the one with the poster from the local cable TV station. Once again, the words Kichijoji’s Annual Karaoke Contest—Starting Again Soon! jumped out at me, sending a chill coursing down my spine.

			We rushed into the office and found a small crowd gathered around the old store TV, buzzing with excitement. Kinashi and I pushed our way to the front, and when I saw what was on the screen, I nearly let out a scream. Actually, I probably did.

			The old grainy TV was showing none other than Yamamoto, who had shocked us all by taking a day off. He was wearing a pair of massive black sunglasses, and despite his ridiculously baggy black leather outfit and his rather unimpressive exposed chest, he was still instantly recognizable.

			It took me a second to take in the scene. Yamamoto was clutching a microphone like it was his most precious possession. And behind him, on the wall of the TV studio, was the exact same poster we had in the store.

			The middle-aged female host was beaming.

			“Well, then, Mr. Yamamoto! Any final words for us?”

			Our manager smirked and gave a little chin jerk.

			“I believe every song should be sung for just one person. So today, I’m singing for that one person. And beyond her, I believe there are millions of other people who need to hear it.”

			Ignoring his pretentious speech, the host raised her hand enthusiastically.

			“All right! Let’s hear it! Singing ‘Be Kind to People’ by The Blue Hearts, the brilliant store manager from Kichijoji’s very own Musashino Books, Takeru Yamamoto! Take it away!”

			I didn’t know the song. But the moment the lyrics kicked in, I felt them in my soul.

			Yamamoto, who had been standing tall and proud, suddenly started jumping around like a madman.

			“FEELS LIKE I’M GONNA LOSE MY MIND!!”

			Watching him throwing himself into the chorus, I felt tears welling up—the lyrics were on point. I really did feel like I was going to lose my mind.

			That was my line, not his!

			He was all over the stage, running around like a maniac. What the hell was he thinking? None of this checked out, but there was one thing I did finally understand—the real reason his dream had crashed and burned.

			So much for fate or misfortune.

			So much for other people’s malicious intentions.

			The truth was, he was shockingly, breathtakingly tone-deaf.

			At some point, he yanked off his sunglasses and tossed them toward the judges’ table. His face was fully visible now, and the expression he wore wasn’t that of a defeated man. No, he looked like someone who had finally made it. Like a rock star basking in the glow of the stage. He looked like he was having the time of his life.

			Our conversation the other day replayed in the back of my mind.

			This was what he meant when he said, Let me take the first step.

			He hadn’t gone to the president to vouch for me. He hadn’t pulled any strings to make me a full-time employee.

			He had simply decided to encourage me the only way he knew how—by chasing his old dream, to show me what reaching for the stars looked like.

			The moment I was sure of it was when the chorus hit.

			His face lit up with pure joy. He gripped the mic tight, pointed straight at the camera, and belted out, “I’M GONNA SAY IT LOUD AND CLEAR!!”

			Oh, no.

			“I’M GONNA SHOUT IT OUT FOR EVERYONE TO HEAR!!”

			No, no, no, don’t you dare.

			“I’M GONNA SAY IT TO KYOKO TANIHARA!!”

			…Oh, God.

			“CAN YOU HEAR ME?!”

			Please, for the love of—

			“GOOOOOD LUUUUUCK!!”

			I swear I could feel every cell in my body pop and crackle, every pore on my skin burst open with cold sweat. And yet, for some reason, I was laughing. Laughing through my ridiculous, inexplicable tears.

			Everyone turned to look at me, a mix of shock and concern coloring their faces. Then, one by one, like the parting of the Red Sea, they all started backing away like I was cursed.

			Amid this exodus, only Kinashi stuck by my side. She even linked her arm with mine. And as she wiped away the same pointless tears I was crying, she had the audacity to whisper, “He looked kind of cool, don’t you think?”

			Oh.

			Oh, no.

			She, too, was a lost cause.

			But for once, I wasn’t exasperated or annoyed.

			Hers was a warm, reassuring kind of stupidity—like we were finally standing on equal ground.

		

	
		
			
				5

				How Can Gods Be So Stupid?

			
			My day was turning out to be an absolute disaster.

			I wasn’t religious. I didn’t put much stock in horoscopes or fortune-telling, and I hadn’t ever wondered about any past lives I might have lived.

			But with so much trouble piling up, even I was starting to think that maybe—just maybe—there was something to all that superstitious nonsense.

			After all, there was that phrase: The customer is like a god.

			I don’t know if it originally came from Haruo Minami or the Let’s Go Trio, but one thing was for sure—if I took that saying at face value, then I must have seriously blasphemed against some almighty deity in my past life.

			Because today was brutal—one of those days when every single shopper who walked through the doors did their very best to be a total a nightmare.

			Outside, the August heat shimmered beyond over the pavements, cicadas screaming so loudly they drowned out the store’s background music.

			What a cursed day.

			Cursed, cursed, cursed.

			

			—

			There were three regular customers at Musashino Books who I absolutely could not stand—three god-tier masters of aggravation who, if I so much as imagined them before going to bed, made my skin crawl so bad it kept me awake. Today, as if by some cruel cosmic joke, all three of them showed up, one after the other.

			Let me introduce them one by one.

			The first, probably around sixty-five years old, was a balding man who liked to stubbornly slick back what little hair he had left. He was a devoted reader of Fishing Days and, apparently, a former civil servant. Let’s call him God A.

			God A always showed up at the store the second we opened. He used to stick to a rigid Monday-Wednesday-Friday routine, but for whatever reason, he had recently added Thursdays into the mix.

			It just so happened that today was a Thursday.

			At some point, Yamamoto—who once bonded with him over a can’t-get-the-staff moment—must have slipped up and got chewed out badly, because he had been disappearing right after our morning staff meetings ever since. On the days God A was expected, he would all but vanish into thin air.

			As for the rest of us, we braced for impact.

			The tune of “Music Box Dancer” was playing over the speakers to announce opening time, ringing in my ears like the roar of a crazed demon.

			Then, at the head of the usual pack of regulars, God A strode in. So far, nothing unusual.

			Today, however, there was a slight difference in his movements. Normally, he would roam the store like a mother-in-law on a mission, nitpicking every little thing wrong with the place. But today he was making a beeline straight for the register.

			“Hey, lady!”

			“Yes, how can I help you?” I answered with a practiced, award-winning smile.

			“The new book from the newspaper. Get over here with it.”

			“The newspaper, sir?” I asked.

			A vein on God A’s forehead began to bulge.

			“Yeah, that’s what I said. Big ol’ letters—‘The Hottest Book of the Moment!’ Can’t you read?”

			Unfair. This was beyond unfair…But I kept my dazzling smile plastered on.

			“I’m terribly sorry. Do you happen to know the title or the author?”

			“Damned if I know.”

			“Was it a novel? A self-help book? Maybe a magazine or a manga comic?”

			“I said I don’t know! Cost about 1,600 yen, red cover, brand-new. Just find it already!”

			“A new release. I see.”

			“ ’Course it’s new! Ain’t like a newspaper ad’s gonna be pushin’ some dusty old thing, now, is it?”

			Oh, it was known to happen. But I swallowed that thought at the last second.

			“Red cover, 1,600 yen, newspaper ad…” I muttered, pretending to take the man seriously as I typed a futile search into the internet.

			“Just to confirm, was this today’s newspaper?”

			“Ain’t got a clue. Saw it sittin’ on a shelf at the barbershop yesterday.”

			“Do you remember which paper it was?”

			“Pretty sure it was Asahi. Or Yomiuri. Or Mainichi. Or Sankei. Hell, maybe it was Tokyo Shimbun. What’s it matter? Just find the damn book!”

			“I see. Asahi, Yomiuri, Mainichi, Sankei, or possibly Tokyo Shimbun…” I echoed, hoping he realized how ludicrous he sounded.

			But no, the voices of mere mortals don’t reach the gods.

			“Move it! You think standin’ around scratchin’ your head is how you do business?”

			His anger shifted into a disappointed sigh—the classic lead-up to one of his patronizing lectures. Any employee at Musashino Books would have known what was coming next.

			And, of course, we all knew that one unbreakable rule: Never talk back.

			“Hey, lady,” he barked. “They do pay you for this, right?”

			Barely, I thought.

			“It was in the newspaper! ‘The Hottest Book of the Moment!’ That’s what it said! You’re tellin’ me you don’t know it?!”

			Oh, trust me, there are thousands of books that claim that title.

			“This store’s a damn joke. You don’t even got the bestsellers!”

			Tell me about it. It’s not for lack of trying, though—it’s the distributors who decide what we get.

			“This ain’t the first damn time, neither. You remember? Took you forever to find that other book I wanted.”

			Oh, I remember. A book that went out of print thirty years ago. Volume two, no less.

			“Y’all made a big fuss over it back then, too. Acted like it was some impossible task.”

			Yes, yes, I remember. The only clues you gave us were that you’d read it when you were a student, that it was a bestseller at the time, and that it had a red cover. You really do have a thing for red books, don’t you?

			“And after all that bellyachin’, you still couldn’t get it. Ain’tcha got no shame?”

			If anything, I should get a medal for managing to identify an out-of-print book from the pathetic description you gave.

			“This right here is why you people are gettin’ stomped into the dirt by Amanza.”

			“Amazon, sir?” The words slipped out before I could stop myself.

			I heard Isoda beside me suck in a breath. Only then did I realize what I had done. A tense silence stretched out between us. The vein on his forehead pulsed like a beating heart.

			“What did you just say?”

			“Uh, nothing…I, um…Well, sir, would you like me to order the book for you? I’m sure I can track it down somehow.”

			Unfortunately, my desperation to change the subject made me say something incredibly stupid.

			“How long’s this gonna take?”

			“About two weeks, most likely.”

			“Two weeks?! You’re expectin’ me to sit on my ass and wait that long? Do you even take your job seriously? No wonder online shops are eatin’ your lunch. Just order the damn thing. I’ll decide if I want it when I see it.”

			“Well, actually…”

			“What? You can’t even do that? Don’t play dumb with me—I know how the system works. Books can be sent back! That’s why we gotta pay full price for everythin’!”

			Yes. Yes, you’re absolutely correct.

			With that, I retreated into the safety of my internal monologue, praying he would finally leave.

			Maybe he sensed it, because after one final, exaggerated sigh—like he was marking his territory—God A reluctantly shuffled out the door.

			And yet, the weight in my chest barely lifted.

			During my lunch break, chewing on a cheap fishcake sandwich, I flipped through a week’s worth of newspaper ads.

			Just my luck. There were three books with red covers priced around 1,600 yen, and they all had some version of “The Hottest Book of the Moment” splashed across the page.

			My vision swam. All I could see was God A’s furious, tomato-red face as despair settled in.

			

			—

			That alone was more than enough misfortune for one day. But apparently my karmic debt from a past life was still being collected.

			The second act of my suffering arrived right after lunch. Enter God B, a white-haired man, probably around seventy-five.

			At first glance, he looked like the kindest old gentleman alive. His tone was always gentle, as well. But thanks to one distinctive trait and a single fatal flaw, he was one of the most feared customers among the staff.

			Technically, it should have been Isoda’s shift. But she had got caught up speaking with a visiting publishing rep, so I was the one stuck at the register.

			Almost as if he had been waiting for this exact moment, God B walked in. And just like God A before him, despite usually spending an hour or two browsing, he made straight for me.

			Still fixing me with that kind smile of his, he slowly opened his mouth.

			“Chewbacca banzai! Chewbacca banzai!”

			That was exactly what I heard. No exaggeration, no misunderstanding.

			Chewbacca…? My mouth moved silently as I frantically searched my brain for something—anything—that might sound similar. Come on, think! What could he actually be saying?!

			The silence stretched out like a taut wire. I had nothing.

			Fine, that much I could accept. But my response only added fuel to the fire.

			“Um, I’m sorry…Chewbacca? Could you repeat that slowly, please?”

			The change was instant. God B’s breathing grew harsher, more erratic. I immediately realized my mistake.

			God B’s most distinctive trait was his absolutely abysmal pronunciation—and his fatal flaw was that if you asked him to repeat himself, he would erupt with rage.

			Of course, I hadn’t meant to mock him. But the nervous laugh that escaped my lips sealed my fate.

			It was a rookie error—and it probably happened because, out of the corner of my eye, I had spotted God C.

			God B, red-faced, unleashed a furious tirade. Getting yelled at by the loud and obnoxious God A was one thing. But getting screamed at by a man who normally came across as a saint inflicted considerably more psychological damage. One of our part-timers had even quit after getting the full God B treatment, leaving us with the unforgettable words, “I lost less faith in people when my girlfriend cheated on me.”

			“∇◎☆●∧♀▼♭◎★♂!”

			At this point, it didn’t even sound like a human language. The only word I could catch was something like Zigeunerweisen.

			Faced with this incomprehensible wrath, I fell back on my only defense—bowing over and over and repeating, “I’m very sorry! I’m very sorry!”

			Eventually, his fury started to subside. I cautiously looked up—only to find God C standing beside me like a self-appointed chaperone.

			She was a petite elderly woman, probably around seventy. I would sooner not dwell on her any more than absolutely necessary, but the important thing to know is that, for reasons I still don’t understand, she had an overwhelming, almost obsessive fondness for me. She liked to ask for me specifically at the register, forced me to listen to her endless small talk, expected a full review of the home-cooked meals she gave me in Tupperware containers, wanted to have me proofread her grandkid’s book reports, and even casually threw out the line “Kyoko, why don’t you become my adopted daughter?”—which, judging by her tone, wasn’t entirely a joke.

			The end result was several extra hours of unpaid overtime every month.

			To be perfectly honest, dealing with her drained me more than Gods A and B put together.

			It truly was a cursed day. My three worst customers, back-to-back, all chipping away at my sanity from morning till afternoon.

			And as if that wasn’t enough, we had our usual stream of local high school girls dropping by to see Yamamoto.

			“Um…is Manager Yamamoto here?”

			Blushing. Eyes shining. Completely smitten.

			I couldn’t quite wrap my head around it, but apparently, thanks to that cable TV karaoke contest back in May, our middle-aged, scruffy-looking manager had somehow acquired a cult following of young female fans.

			They probably saw him as some kind of goofy mascot.

			I didn’t blame the girls, but I couldn’t stand the way Yamamoto, no matter how busy he happened to be, always made time for them with a big, dopey grin. And then he would say things like “Oh, Kyoko Tanihara, could you bring out the autograph boards when you have a moment? These young ladies would like a signature. Don’t worry, I’ll cover the cost.” Yes, these visits would leave me with a very distinct urge to murder him.

			By the time I finally finished wrapping a package for God C, after already dealing with the other two before her, not to mention two high school girls and one shameless manager, I was utterly exhausted.

			Still, as the saying goes, when one god forsakes you, another will save you—except, in my case, it was more like some gods will drive you insane while others will bring you solace. I was about to head straight home to collapse into bed when I spotted her—the customer who had once waxed poetic to me about the genius of Kenya Onishi, the ever-elegant Madam, real name Miyako Fujii.

			“Fujii!”

			She was inspecting the new releases, her glasses perched on her nose. Normally, I would never be so bold as to call out to her first, but after the day I had had, the sight of her calm, refined presence melted all my reservations. I was in need of a good, fulfilling interaction.

			“Oh, Tanihara. It’s been a while.”

			She slipped off her glasses and greeted me with her usual warm smile—and just like that, something inside me gave way. If I wasn’t careful, I might burst out crying.

			“It really has! I was starting to get worried that I hadn’t seen you around much lately.”

			“Oh, that’s sweet of you. I’ve just been a little busy.”

			“I see. By the way, have you lost weight?”

			“Oh? You think so?”

			“Yes. I’m jealous. I’ve been running around all day, too, but I never seem to lose a single pound.”

			“Well, if we’re being honest, you do look a little worn out. Don’t push yourself too hard, okay? You’re too serious for your own good.”

			To her, it was probably just an offhand comment. But to me, it was a kind of magic, a single sentence that acknowledged everything I had been through today.

			“Oh. Oh, dear. What’s wrong?”

			“Huh? What do you mean?”

			“You’re crying.”

			She fell silent, glanced at her watch, and reached into her bag and pulled out a handkerchief, pressing it into my hands. Then she said something completely unexpected. “Are you done for the day, Tanihara?”

			“Yes, I’m off now.”

			“In that case, why don’t we go out for a drink?”

			“What? Right now?”

			“Is that a problem? Or is drinking with a customer against the rules?”

			She seemed to ponder this for a moment before nodding to herself, as if she had reached a conclusion, before giving a small, wistful smile.

			“Well, it shouldn’t matter. I won’t be a customer for much longer, in any case. And besides, what the other staff don’t know won’t hurt them.”

			

			—

			I was genuinely happy to be going out for drinks with Madam. But for some reason, whenever someone invited me out on a whim, it was always right before payday. As usual, my wallet was painfully empty.

			I called ahead to get permission from my dad and then suggested to Madam, “How about we go to Kagurazaka?” She blinked at me in surprise, her already large eyes widening. She mustn’t have expected me to suggest a place so cultured.

			I opened up to her about my financial situation. Madam just laughed and said, “Obviously, I’ll cover it.” I had been expecting her to say that, but I just couldn’t bring myself to accept.

			“Oh, come on, Tanihara, you’re far too serious, you know? If you keep this up, you’re going to be shortchanging yourself for the rest of your life.”

			“I already feel like I’m getting the short end of the stick most of the time.”

			“Hmm. Kagurazaka? Well, I don’t mind—it’s your hometown, after all. All right, I accept. But we’re taking a taxi.”

			“What? That defeats the whole point!”

			“Oh, hush. This is an order from a customer. And the customer is like a god, aren’t they?”

			“Not that again…”

			“What are you mumbling about?”

			“Nothing!”

			Despite practically being forced into a taxi at Kichijoji Station, the ride turned out to be surprisingly fun. Up until today, the only thing I really knew about Madam was her name, Miyako Fujii. Now I learned she was fifty-two, worked as a temp at a securities firm, and—shockingly—had never been married.

			While we talked, I secretly googled the word Madam on my phone. The results were all things like lady or wife, but whatever. It wasn’t like I called her that out loud, and it was too late to change her nickname now.

			As she talked, laughed, ran her fingers through her hair, and shifted in her seat, a pleasant fragrance drifted through the air. Her smile was so charming it was hard to believe she was in her fifties, and her simple outfit—just a shirt and slacks—was effortlessly stylish. Her makeup, her hair—flawless. I couldn’t help but admire her. She must have lived a dazzling life. Would I start dressing up and paying attention to my makeup? No. But if you asked me if I would be happy to swap lives with her starting tomorrow? That would be a yes.

			As I basked in her citrusy summer scent, the taxi pulled onto the familiar roads around Okubo Street.

			Then, just as we were about to stop at the top of Kagurazaka, Madam abruptly changed the subject.

			“About what I said earlier—I’m leaving Tokyo soon. That’s what I meant about not being a customer anymore. I’m moving back to Oita, where my family lives.”

			“What? Why?”

			“Well, you know. A bunch of reasons. I’ll tell you more over drinks.”

			She smiled, as if this were just another casual topic of conversation. With that, I led her through the shop curtain over the entrance of Miharu. The place was empty.

			“Wow, this place is adorable! I love it!” Madam suddenly lit up, clapping her hands together like a little girl.

			Meanwhile, my dad stood frozen behind the counter, knife in hand, staring at her in a daze.

			Ugh, you old perv.

			Trying to snap him out of it, I asked, “Hey, isn’t Ishino coming today?”

			His shoulders gave a guilty twitch. “Ah…She hasn’t been coming by so much lately.”

			We exchanged a few greetings and took our seats, and as Madam headed to the restroom, my dad, still watching her back, leaned in and whispered, “Who is she?”

			“A customer.”

			“She’s been here before, hasn’t she?”

			“Huh? No way. She’s never been here.”

			“Really? Huh. Feels like I’ve seen her someplace.”

			“You haven’t. Drop it.”

			I barely managed to bite back another You damn perv before Madam returned.

			She wasted no time ordering a beer. “How about one for you, too?” she said to my dad, and he, looking way too pleased, eagerly agreed.

			They clinked their glasses with a cheerful toast.

			“Ah, delicious. Your draft beer is amazing!”

			The way she said it sounded just a little suggestive. My dad, clearly flattered, looked like he wanted to say something—but just then, a group of four salarymen walked in. The wistful expression on my dad’s face was almost comical.

			“So? How’s life treating you, Tanihara?” Madam asked, setting her glass on the counter.

			“Which part? Work or personal?”

			“Whichever is going better.”

			“In that case, neither.”

			“All right, then let’s go with personal. Actually, now that I think about it, I don’t really know much about you, do I? What’s your first name again?”

			“Kyoko.”

			“Well, then, Kyoko. Do you have a boyfriend?”

			“Nope. Haven’t had one since I started this job.”

			“Really? That’s surprising. You’re so cute.”

			“Uh…Thanks.”

			“So, have you been on any dates recently?”

			“Wait, dates?”

			“Ah, so you have! You’re so easy to read—it’s written all over your face,” Madam declared, triumphant, then glanced over at my dad.

			To my relief, he was still busy with the four salarymen.

			“Come on, tell me. It’s not like it’s a state secret.”

			Her tone had completely shifted from her usual laid-back languor—she sounded more like an excited high school girl. I found myself breathing a sigh.

			I actually had recently gone on a date—for the first time in four years. It was three weeks ago. And the guy had popped up in my DMs out of nowhere—and it was none other than Akatsuki Tomita.

			
				I’ve been feeling a bit stuck lately. Would you mind giving me your honest thoughts on my work?

			

			At first, I thought it had to be a joke. But after some internet sleuthing, I realized it really was Tomita’s account. Besides, who would bother pulling a prank like that?

			Exchanging messages with him about his book was exciting in a way I hadn’t expected. I wasn’t self-important enough to assume it was because of our interaction at the event, but lately, Tomita’s online presence had softened. His posts weren’t as sharp-edged, and even his emails were more polite than before.

			
				I’d love to discuss this further in person.

			

			I hesitated. I replied vaguely, “Well, you’re always welcome to drop by the store.”

			
				I’d rather meet in private, just the two of us. How about dinner?

			

			I had no idea what to make of it. Why would a bestselling author want to take a lowly bookstore employee like me out to dinner?

			But before I knew it, I had been talked into it. I couldn’t shake the feeling I was being set up for some elaborate prank, so I didn’t tell anyone at work. Though I did pay a visit to my former coworker Mari Koyanagi to borrow something to wear.

			“Wait, you’re going on a date? Who’s the man? What’s he like?”

			Maybe it was because she was finally free from that messy affair, or maybe her new job at a clothing store just suited her better, but Koyanagi looked much happier than she had when she was at Musashino Books.

			She had always been sharp, and since I wouldn’t say who I was meeting, she went all out with my makeup.

			“You’ve never asked me to do this before. It feels kind of weird. So, who is he?” she asked bluntly. “Do I know him? Is he a writer, by any chance?”

			“Wh-What? No way. Why would a writer be interested in me?”

			“Yeah, I guess that would be a little too much like a novel. It must be Yamamoto, then.”

			Her tone was jokey, but as soon as she said it, the air completely froze. It was like she had hit me with a sucker punch from an unexpected angle.

			“Come on, Koyanagi. Cut it out.”

			“Why? It’s not that far-fetched. I’ve always thought you had a thing for him,” she teased again, but her playful smirk only ended up irking me more.

			“No way. Absolutely not.”

			“Mmm, if you say so.”

			“I do say so!”

			As if to help me calm down, she patted my cheek and said, “All right, you’re all set. Whoever he is, good luck. You look really cute when you put in the effort.”

			Staring at the figure in the mirror, I had to admit I had never seen myself look this put together before. And Tomita, later that evening, seemed to think the same. When Tomita pulled up in his Peugeot to pick me up, his reaction made me blush.

			“Whoa. Kyoko, you look amazing. You’re like a different person.”

			We got on the expressway and headed for Yokohama. I realized two things during the car ride. First, Tomita was genuinely interested in me. And second, he wasn’t all that experienced with women.

			Just because someone is a famous writer doesn’t mean they know their way around real relationships. There’s no rule that says being successful equals being a womanizer. Maybe my assumptions about authors were just the biased perceptions of a lonely bookstore clerk.

			“Back in school, I always felt invisible. I got so hung up on the idea of proving people wrong when I became a writer, even though I didn’t even know who I was trying to convince. When your manager called me out, I was furious—but at the same time, it felt like a wake-up call.”

			Hearing him admit all that so openly, I couldn’t help but find him kind of adorable. The fact that we were the same age didn’t hurt, either.

			“But that feeling of being ignored—wasn’t that what drove you to write The One and Only Eden, Tomita?”

			“Hey, Kyoko, could you stop being so deferential and polite with me?”

			“But—”

			“It’s not that it creates distance. It just makes me feel like you’re mocking me. Why not try calling me by my first name?”

			I watched as his ears turned red as he gripped the steering wheel—another adorable detail. When we stopped at a set of lights, he shyly extended his hand toward me, which I didn’t find unpleasant at all. I didn’t take it, but I didn’t pull away, either.

			The restaurant he had booked was a high-end French place on the top floor of a luxury hotel. Considering my dinner the night before had had consisted of two string cheeses and a few cheap snack sticks, I wondered if the sheer quality of the food might be a shock to my system. But I wasn’t nervous. Probably because the guy sitting opposite me was way more on edge than I was.

			I didn’t feel anything like, Eh, my usual diner food is way better than this. Every dish placed before me was something I had never seen before—elegant, refined. I savored each bite, chewing slowly, almost reverently.

			As we ate, Tomita gradually started to relax. Sitting by the window overlooking the Ferris wheel in Minato Mirai, we engaged in easy chat about The One and Only Eden, his upcoming book set for release this winter, and even a new manuscript that seemed to promise greatness.

			But by the time dessert arrived, he was again starting to fall into his drawn-out silences.

			“Sorry,” he said after a while. “I’ve been the only one drinking.”

			I hadn’t felt particularly left out, but I nodded slightly out of courtesy.

			“What did you think about the wine, Kyoko?”

			“It was delicious. I’m not just saying that. It’s probably the best I’ve ever had.”

			“I’m glad. Next time, you have to drink with me.”

			“Of course.”

			“No, wait. That’s not what I meant.” He let out a heavy sigh. “Would you go on another date with me? I’d really like to get to know you better.”

			His voice wavered, his eyes fixing on a random spot on the table. By this point, I knew full well that, just like this fancy French dinner, this was something far beyond what I deserved. I still couldn’t wrap my head around why someone like him would be interested in someone like me—but for my part, I didn’t dislike him.

			This was the man who had brought The One and Only Eden into the world. And now that he had learned humility, I had no doubt he would go on to write even more incredible works.

			I was enchanted by the thought of being with him. If I closed my eyes and tried to picture myself in the future, standing beside him, I could almost see it.

			And yet, I couldn’t find the words to accept.

			Every time I tried to picture that bright, promising future with Tomita, a certain face would keep flashing through my mind—Yamamoto and his stupid smile. All because Koyanagi had gone and made that totally unnecessary assumption before the date.

			I kept trying to push it away, but the harder I fought it, the clearer that carefree grin became—until I actually started to feel sick.

			

			—

			“So, in the end, you never actually set up a second date, huh?”

			I kept Tomita’s name vague, referring to him only as a certain novelist, and I left out any mention of Yamamoto. But other than that, I told Madam pretty much everything.

			Her eyes grew wide. “Really? That sounds just like…you know…”

			I knew what she meant at once.

			“No, it doesn’t.”

			“Come on! It’s literally the same. The epilogue of The Continuing Adventures of Koyoi Saotome by Kenya Onishi? What you just described plays out almost identically.”

			She wasn’t wrong. I had noticed it myself. In that novel, a handsome author confesses his love for the protagonist, Sayoko Emoto, at a book signing, only for her to turn him down. Her reason? She was preoccupied with the manager of the bookstore she worked at, the person she said understood her better than anyone.

			Indeed, that exact episode had flashed through my mind as I battled the feelings of nausea in that French restaurant in Yokohama.

			“It’s completely different!”

			My denial came out forcefully. Because it was different. I didn’t like Yamamoto. I didn’t think he understood me at all. If anything, he frustrated the hell out of me precisely because he didn’t get me. Besides, in real life, my manager and the one in the novel couldn’t be less alike.

			The manager in The Continuing Adventures of Koyoi Saotome was ridiculously sharp. He figures out, in no time at all, that Sayoko Emoto’s name is an anagram, and while he conveniently overlooks the missing i, he still manages to deduce that she’s actually the bestselling author Koyoi Saotome. There was simply no way Yamamoto could ever pull off something like that. If he could, I would have fallen for him ages ago.

			There was a mischievous glint in Madam’s eye. Then, as if considering some great matter of state, she said, “Huh. Your manager, huh? You know, I really hadn’t considered that before, but now that I think about it…”

			I realized, with my emphatic denial, that I had given myself away.

			This kind, friendly customer suddenly morphed in my mind into a meddlesome auntie. Then, a step further, into God D, the divine trickster of fate.

			“Speaking of Kenya Onishi, I heard he’s working on a new manuscript right now,” I blurted out, desperate to change the subject.

			Madam’s face instantly lit up. “Yes! Did you see what Oraikan posted on social media? It’s another novel set in a bookstore!”

			“So it’s a sequel to The Continuing Adventures of Koyoi Saotome?”

			“Not exactly. Apparently, he found a new theme he wanted to explore, so he’s starting a new series.”

			“You sure know a lot.”

			“Well, it was all online.”

			Madam beamed as she launched into a passionate monologue about how much she was looking forward to Onishi’s new book.

			It was definitely better than talking about Yamamoto, so I nodded along, pretending to listen. Though to be perfectly honest, I could no longer bring myself to care all that much.

			I had never had any particular attachment to Kenya Onishi as a writer. If he brought out something like Where the Wind Finds the Wagon again, I would probably give it a shot. But bookstore novels? They weren’t my thing. Even if this new one was different from The Continuing Adventures of Koyoi Saotome, it would probably still be full of shallow, larger-than-life characters.

			Eventually, Madam wrapped up her gushing adoration for the author and headed to the restroom. As I eyed her slightly wobbly steps, my dad suddenly spoke up behind me.

			“Oh, right. That’s it. I remember now.”

			I turned to him hesitantly. “Huh? What are you talking about?” I asked, but my old man didn’t even glance my way.

			He just kept staring at the restroom door. “That woman. She’s from that bookstore in Jimbocho I used to take you to.”

			“What?”

			“You said it yourself, didn’t you? That clerk who recommended you those picture books. I just remembered. I thought she looked familiar.”

			I slowly turned back to the restroom door.

			The beer company poster had been swapped out for another one that featured a new spokesmodel.

			As my brain struggled to process this sudden turn of events, I let my gaze drift to the model’s chest—her absurdly inflated, balloonlike cleavage.

			

			—

			Thanks to God D, aka Madam, aka Miyako Fujii, I ended up in an utterly insane situation.

			It was the day after we had drunk ourselves silly at Miharu.

			As usual, Yamamoto had that shallow smile on his face and, just as he always did, he was giving his customary long morning pep talk. But for some reason, he looked a little different today.

			“All right, everyone, listen up! What you’re all missing is radical self-disclosure! How can customers open their hearts to you if you don’t open your own heart first? I want each of you to place your hand on your chest and ask yourselves this…Are you really opening your hearts? Do you truly treat everyone here as family, with love and care? I want you to think about this as you…”

			All of a sudden, the English word family became another key buzzword, and then he threw in heart and open for good measure, like he was delivering some kind of Shigeo Nagashima–style soundbite. The truth was, it didn’t matter whether or not we opened our hearts and I didn’t see why customers needed to open theirs in a bookstore. Actually, our biggest problem right now was that too many customers were opening up too much.

			The speech was as pointless as ever. The grand hand gestures, the strangely glassy, red-rimmed eyes—it was always the same with him. And yet this time, hearing his speech made me feel something different. Something was tapping at the very core of my chest.

			I found myself staring at his mouth, completely forgetting to blink.

			And then a thought, one I had never once considered before, popped into my head.

			What if this was all an act?

			If, by some absurd chance—an infinitesimally small chance—Yamamoto was pretending to be an idiot…then what?

			Why would he do that, though?

			For motivational purposes? Maybe he deliberately played the fool as a twisted leadership strategy, to keep the store running smoothly.

			Could that really be possible?

			It wasn’t impossible.

			Let’s face it, the entire staff at Musashino Books’ Kichijoji branch was now united in their contempt for management. And whether or not it was because of this odd camaraderie, sales were soaring compared to last year. The store had more energy than ever before.

			Admittedly, none of this meant he was actually faking it. But even if the possibility of it was only one in a million…

			Could he secretly be a brilliant strategist?

			No. No way. Absolutely not.

			Just as I was shutting that absurd thought down, Yamamoto suddenly raised a book over his head.

			It was Seventy-Seven Ways for Capable Leaders to Instill an Appreciation for Hospitality in Unmotivated Staff!, the Tomoya Takemaru book he had already introduced at a previous morning staff meeting.

			“This morning, I stumbled upon an interesting book,” he announced, as if he had never seen it before in his life.

			Sweat glistened faintly on his forehead. The kind of greasy film you would expect from a clueless middle-aged man in his forties. Normally, I would have found it disgusting—nauseating, even.

			Oh, Jesus.

			There was only one explanation.

			God D’s stupidity must have been contagious.

			Because, somehow, before I even realized it, I caught myself staring at Yamamoto, entranced by that glistening, oily sheen of sweat.

			

			—

			Isoda was watching me like a hawk.

			“Um, Tanihara? There’s something I just can’t shake. Please, don’t get mad—can you hear me out with an open mind?”

			Anytime someone starts with that kind of disclaimer, you know whatever they’re about to say is going to be the worst.

			And sure enough, what followed was a painfully awkward “I can’t help but feel like Yamamoto has a thing for you.”

			This wasn’t the first time Isoda had brought this up. I had previously shut down her theory with a firm “Absolutely not!” and somehow managed to convince her to drop it. But this time…This time was different. Because now we had that Be Kind to People performance to think of.

			I could still hear Yamamoto’s voice, way too loud, belting out, “GOOOOOD LUUUUUCK!” His exaggerated encouragement had all but burned itself into my brain. I could still see it, too—how the other staff watching had all gone stiff and then quietly shuffled away, looking deeply unsettled.

			Isoda’s words had a crushing effect on me. But before I had a chance to wallow in my despondency, she delivered the killing blow.

			“And you were looking at him all starry-eyed.”

			“Huh?”

			“Please, don’t get mad!”

			“I’m not mad!”

			She was always like this. She would be all sharp edges and fighting spirit, but the second I pushed back, she would turn all cutesy and helpless.

			“I mean, it’s weird, okay? I catch you staring at him all the time now. And not with your usual Grrr, I hate this guy energy. It’s more like…How do I even describe it? The only word I can think of is dreamy.”

			“I swear, I will punch you.”

			“But it’s true!”

			“Don’t give me that!”

			I was about to raise my voice when I felt a gaze aimed at my back.

			For a second, I completely forgot about Isoda. Something compelled me to turn around.

			And there he was.

			Takeru Yamamoto, our store manager extraordinaire, moving his hands with robotic efficiency while his still glassy eyes stared right at me. Like some kind of damn wax figure.

			Isoda let out a weird little shriek, her voice suddenly in full-on Shibuya girl mode. “Okay, what the hell? This is seriously starting to creep me out.”

			I, on the other hand, felt nothing.

			Or maybe I just had no idea what I was supposed to be feeling.

			All I could do was stare back into his eyes.

			

			—

			For the rest of the day, it was painfully obvious that Yamamoto was looking for any excuse to talk to me. Meanwhile, I was still trying to sort out my own feelings. Not that I didn’t want to talk to him, but I was actively avoiding it all the same.

			Then, just before the end of my shift, a familiar voice called out my name.

			“Tanihara!”

			It was Kinashi.

			Apparently, Oraikan had recently entrusted her with making bookstore visits on her own. Though on this occasion, she wasn’t alone—Yamanaka was standing beside her.

			“Oh, Yamanaka. It’s been a while. What brings you here?”

			My voice lifted in excitement. Back in the day, he had been the very symbol of the dreaded Oraikan, but ever since Kinashi told me about his passion for publishing—especially his outspoken advocacy for better treatment of booksellers—I had come to see him as something of an ally.

			“Yeah, it’s been a while since I last stopped by Musashino Books. I figured you’d scold me again if I didn’t show my face soon.”

			“I don’t think I’ve ever scolded you. But more important, Oraikan’s been doing well lately. Our Historia and The Straw Gods Are Dancing are both flying off the shelves.”

			“Thanks to all of you, both titles are going into another reprint.”

			“That’s great news! Make sure we get enough stock this time, all right?”

			I was still buzzing with energy when I noticed that an odd silence had settled between us. Yamanaka and Kinashi exchanged glances, sighing almost in perfect unison.

			It was like they were silently trying to push an unpleasant task onto each other. The sudden wave of tension in the air left me holding my breath.

			Eventually, Yamanaka, the senior of the two, took on the role of the reluctant messenger and looked at me. “Actually, we’ve got a big release coming this winter.”

			“Oh? Kinashi mentioned something like that a while back.”

			“We’ll be bringing you an advance copy soon, and we’d really like to hear your thoughts on it, Tanihara.”

			I turned the words over in my mind, trying to understand the anxiety behind them. But no matter how many times I replayed them, I couldn’t figure out why our two visitors looked so on edge.

			“Uh, sure…I’d be happy to read it. Whose book is it?”

			“Kenya Onishi.”

			“Ah. I think I heard a little about it from someone else. It’s set in a bookstore again, right?”

			“That’s what we’ve been told.”

			“But it’s not a sequel to Koyoi Saotome, is it?”

			“Apparently not. But we’ve been assured this is Onishi’s most ambitious work yet. The author has stated a willingness to do whatever it takes to promote it.”

			“Whatever it takes? What does that mean?”

			“We’re not sure. But according to the editor, there might be the possibility for an interview…without revealing Onishi’s real identity, of course.”

			That stopped me cold.

			Kenya Onishi, the famously elusive author, had never appeared in public. No one knew his age, his appearance—or even if he really existed at all.

			“That’s…incredible. Is the book that good?”

			“We haven’t read it yet, either. But the editor is extremely excited about it. He’s been calling it a make-or-break release for the company.”

			Kinashi picked up where Yamanaka left off. “The editor, Ishikawa, has been in the literary division forever, and he’s known for being just as cold and standoffish as Yamanaka. But he’s really been pushing this one, so we’re expecting something big.”

			“Ishikawa rarely asks me to pitch anything this hard. In all my years working with him, he’s only done this three times: for Sold Out, In the Eternal Wind, and As Long as You’re in Your Gym Clothes.”

			My eyes widened.

			Those weren’t just big sellers for Oraikan, they were bestsellers that had defined the last decade of Japanese literature. Despite all three of them belonging to different genres and being released years ago, they still competed for the top sales rankings every summer.

			To think that all three of them had been brought to life by a single editor…And now that same editor was staking his reputation on Kenya Onishi’s upcoming novel.

			I suddenly realized my palms were damp with sweat.

			“So, basically, you’re trying to get as many booksellers as possible to read Onishi’s new book?”

			Once again, an inexplicable silence filled the space between us. And this time, the lull felt even heavier than it had before.

			“Not exactly,” Yamanaka said, as if speaking up on behalf of both of them, giving me an awkward shrug. “Onishi specifically requested you.”

			“What do you mean? Musashino Books?”

			“No. The request was for Kyoko Tanihara from Musashino Books’ Kichijoji store.”

			“Huh? What?” My voice came out higher than I intended. I had absolutely no idea what was going on.

			Yamanaka rubbed his nose awkwardly. “Just to check—you don’t actually know Onishi, do you?”

			“Know him? Of course not! I’m not even a particularly devoted fan. He’s written so many books, and aside from Koyoi Saotome and Where the Wind Finds the Wagon, I’ve only read a handful. So no, I’ve never met him.”

			The two representatives from Oraikan exchanged troubled glances. Then, as if throwing in the towel, Yamanaka gestured toward Kinashi, who gave a small nod.

			“We thought it was strange, too,” Kinashi admitted. “Onishi has never asked us to ensure that specific booksellers read an advance copy of his work before. But this time, he made the request through Ishikawa. Given that this book is clearly a big deal for him, that part isn’t all that surprising. What is surprising is the list of booksellers he asked for.”

			“What do you mean?”

			Kinashi hesitated before answering. “A long time ago, before Where the Wind Finds the Wagon was published, there were a few booksellers who read his early manuscripts and championed his work. He actually met some of them in person.”

			“Huh. So he has put himself out there before.”

			“Yes. The internet was quite new back then, so I guess word didn’t spread the way it would today. And the people who supported him must have been committed to keeping it quiet.”

			“That’s kind of cool. Like some secret literary society.”

			“Out of the seven names on Onishi’s list, six of them are booksellers from back then.”

			“Huh.” The response left my lips before my brain could catch up. And then, all at once, my stomach flipped. “Wait, hold on. So does that mean I’m the only one on the list who wasn’t part of that original group?”

			Seeing Kinashi struggle for an answer, Yamanaka stepped in again. “More than that—right now, you’re the only one from the list who’s still a bookseller.”

			“What? Why? How? And what does this Ishikawa guy have to say about all this?”

			“To be honest, he doesn’t seem all that interested. I asked him the same question, and he just shrugged and suggested that maybe Onishi liked some comment of yours about another book.”

			I tried to imagine the possibility. But the idea was so absurd I immediately shook my head. There were plenty of booksellers who were way more prominent than me—people who wrote sharper reviews, who actually had some influence over sales. What possible reason would an author like Onishi have to care about the opinion of a nobody, a contract worker at an insignificant bookstore?

			“No way.”

			“I thought the same thing,” Yamanaka agreed, casually delivering what could be considered a rather insulting remark. Not that I was particularly offended.

			“So, who are the other six?” I asked.

			Kinashi flipped open a notebook and started listing off four names—all owners or executives of major bookstores. The more she spoke, the dizzier I felt.

			“And the other two?” I barely managed to squeeze the words out.

			Kinashi, still looking at her notes, let out a long sigh. “That’s the unfortunate part. The last two aren’t in the industry anymore, and we have no idea where they are. Ishikawa asked us to track them down anyway, even if they’ve left publishing entirely, but it’s proving difficult. One of them, a man named Sasahara from Tenhoji Books in Osaka, got married and moved overseas. And as for the other one…”

			Her voice trailed off, and she hesitated before saying the final name. When she did, it hit me so hard I was left momentarily speechless.

			“There used to be a little bookstore in Jimbocho called Monica Books,” Kinashi said. “Apparently, there was a bookseller there at the time named Miyako Fujii. Ishikawa asked us to find her. Out of everyone on the list, Onishi seems to want to meet her the most.”

			Everything was clicking into place like the reveal from a mystery novel. The only missing piece was how Miyako Fujii had come to mention my name to Kenya Onishi. If there was a link between us, it had to be her.

			The night before, after she had returned from the restroom, I asked God D—Madam—point-blank. Had she ever worked at a small bookstore in Jimbocho, a long time ago? Was she in charge of the children’s section? Did she remember recommending picture books to a little girl, maybe around kindergarten age?

			She hadn’t even looked surprised.

			“I thought so,” she murmured, as if something had finally fallen into place for her as well. Then she added, almost offhandedly, “To be honest, Kyoko, I didn’t recognize you at all. But I was surprised when we came here. Because I definitely remember your father’s face.”

			I followed her gaze. She was looking at my dad, who was cracking jokes with a group of regulars. Then, lowering her voice to a whisper, she said something that made my head spin. “It’s been long enough now, so I suppose I can tell you. Back then, your dad hit on me. He asked me out to dinner. While holding your hand. That was a first for me. It left a strong impression.”

			It should have made me mad—that was back when my mom was still alive, for crying out loud—but for some reason, I couldn’t bring myself to feel angry.

			Instead, I was completely captivated by the playful glint in her eyes.

			Miyako Fujii—aka Madam, aka God D—was undeniably charming.

			

			—

			I grabbed a quick takeaway dinner from the convenience store and escaped back to my tiny, four-and-a-half-tatami-mat-sized apartment, its walls covered with books on three sides. There was no escaping, however, the restlessness that gnawed at me.

			I knew it was probably too soon to chase her for an answer, but I couldn’t shake the need to ask Madam directly how had she managed to reconnect with Kenya Onishi and introduce me to him?

			Figuring I had nothing to lose, I sent her a message. Surprisingly, she replied almost immediately.

			
				I was hoping to talk to you, too, Kyoko. There was something I forgot to tell you yesterday. Is it okay if I drop by Miharu again? I can try the minced-meat cutlets you recommended.

			

			She said she would arrive after ten. I stayed home and tried to read while I waited, but my mind refused to absorb the words on the page.

			Eventually, I pulled a book by Kenya Onishi from my unread stack and left my apartment at just past eight, a little earlier than planned.

			I figured the place would be empty, so I hadn’t bothered giving my dad a heads-up. That turned out to be a mistake. It was prime business hours, but as I feared, there was only one customer. What I hadn’t expected was who that customer would be.

			There he was, Yamamoto, sitting alone at the counter, deep in thought, a sake bottle and a tiny dish of grilled stingray fin in front of him.

			“Oh, Kyoko Tanihara. You’re here,” he said, nodding, as if he had been expecting me.

			Something stirred deep in my chest. I had been avoiding him since this morning.

			“It’s been a long day,” I muttered, hesitating over where to sit.

			Ideally, I would have chosen the farthest seat possible, but with the place this empty, that would have been too obvious. Stifling a sigh, I took the seat beside him. My dad must have been feeling awkward dealing with Yamamoto alone, as I caught a flicker of relief on his face.

			For someone who had seemed eager to talk at the store earlier, Yamamoto’s lips were pressed now into a firm line, as if he was determined to give off a cool, aloof impression.

			To my frustration, even that ridiculous act made my heart race. This was all Madam’s fault for putting stupid ideas in my head. Disgusted at myself for acting like a middle-schooler with a crush, I grabbed a sake cup from my dad, poured myself a drink from Yamamoto’s barely touched bottle, and downed it in one gulp.

			We sat in silence for what felt like hours. Just as the sake bottle ran dry, he finally spoke. “There’s something I need to tell you, Kyoko Tanihara. I’ve been meaning to say this for a while. This might not be the best place for it, but I suppose it’s still better than the store.”

			My stomach twisted. I had no idea how I was supposed to react to whatever was coming up next.

			Sensing the friction in the air, my dad widened his eyes slightly, but Yamamoto didn’t even glance his way. That made sense—if he cared about my what my dad thought, he wouldn’t have just casually dismissed Miharu as an inappropriate location for whatever he was about to say.

			He placed his still-full sake cup on the counter. My dad wordlessly slipped out into the kitchen. For a second, I wanted to escape, too, but something in me stubbornly refused to move.

			Yamamoto looked up at me, a calm smile on his face. “It seems I’m going to be transferred soon.”

			A startled “Huh?” slipped out before a strange, heavy feeling settled in my chest. It didn’t take long for me to recognize it as disappointment.

			Yamamoto, oblivious, continued in his usual easygoing manner. “Our company president mentioned something along those lines the other day.”

			“I see.”

			“The store’s been doing well, thanks to all of you. I figured this might happen sooner or later.”

			“Where will you be going?”

			“Probably procurement at headquarters, or maybe the president’s office, as his secretary.”

			That caught me off guard. I had heard rumors about the president being enraged by Yamamoto’s stunt at the karaoke contest. This could mean only that their mentor-student bond was stronger than I had realized.

			“That’s a big promotion. Congrats,” I said, forcing down my growing sense of loneliness.

			Yamamoto shook his head. “It’s not something to celebrate. You know me—I’ve always wanted to be on the sales floor, dealing with customers. I don’t care about climbing the corporate ladder. It doesn’t have to be the flagship store. I don’t even need to be manager. I just want to be where the action is, even if just as a regular employee.”

			He sounded like he was complaining, but I could sense a barely contained excitement behind his words. I stayed silent as he continued.

			“Of course, at the end of the day, I’m just a regular old salaryman. If the company orders me to go, I don’t have any choice. But I’m not leaving quietly. I’m giving them one condition.”

			“A condition?” I asked, more out of politeness than out of curiosity.

			He straightened up, looking pleased that I had taken the bait. “Making you a full-time employee at Musashino Books, Kyoko Tanihara. I want them to recognize how valuable you are to this industry. That’s my one and only demand before I leave the frontline.”

			That should have been everything I wanted, but my heart wasn’t brimming with joy. It wasn’t that I doubted his sincerity—it just wasn’t what I wanted to hear.

			A heavy silence settled over us. After a few minutes, as if he had been waiting for the right moment, my dad returned. Then the entrance curtain rustled and an unexpected face stepped inside.

			My dad noticed her first.

			“Ah, long time no see!” he said in greeting, his voice warm and familiar.

			I followed his gaze to the door to find Enako Ishino.

			I hadn’t seen her in months, but I couldn’t bring myself to greet her right away. She looked exhausted, almost feral—dark circles under her eyes, and she was barely wearing any makeup. Her hair was unkempt, and her outfit—just a T-shirt and wide-legged pants—was unusually plain. And then there were her sandals, which were shockingly grimy.

			More than anything, it was her eyes—wide, bloodshot, and wild—that unsettled me.

			As if snapping back to reality, she blinked, glancing first at Yamamoto, then at me. Finally, her stiff posture softened.

			“Oh, everyone’s here. Nice to see you.”

			Even as she said that, she chose a seat near the entrance. With three empty seats between us, the air felt thick—still tense, but now in a different way.

			Yamamoto stared at the sake cup in his hand. Ishino ordered a beer, took the glass, and drained it in one go without so much as a toast.

			The atmosphere was suffocating. My dad and I exchanged uneasy glances more times than I could count.

			And yet Yamamoto remained completely oblivious.

			“Making sure you get promoted to a full-time employee is my duty, Kyoko Tanihara.”

			He repeated the same thing as before—and for the first time in a while, I felt a flicker of irritation.

			“Is that so? Well, thank you for that.”

			“You’re a credit to this industry.”

			“Right.”

			“Of course, I don’t intend to leave the frontlines quietly.”

			“So…does that mean—”

			“I plan to go out with a bang.”

			The way his eyes lit up like an excited kid’s made me tilt my head back and stare at the ceiling. How could he just carry on like this, as if Ishino hadn’t just entered? He had met her here before. Why wasn’t he acknowledging her?

			And Ishino, too. The last time, when I’d told her about Yamamoto’s antics at the signing event, she had smacked the counter, yelling, “I think I might be a fan now!” And yet here she was, not even sparing him a glance.

			Suddenly, all my silent worrying felt absurd. Whatever minuscule feelings I had for him evaporated. Yes, this was fine. This was how it should be. Someday I would probably laugh at myself for even entertaining the thought.

			“What do you mean, go out with a bang?”

			I gestured to my dad for a refill. Stupid. This was all so incredibly stupid.

			Yamamoto took a sip of his sake—barely. Just enough to make the surface ripple.

			He let out a dramatic sigh and raised his voice. “A book signing. Let’s plan another one.”

			“Another signing?”

			“Yes. A Kenya Onishi signing at Musashino Books. We tried before and got rejected. This time, I want to make it happen.”

			“Huh. So you’re keeping up with the new releases,” I remarked, impressed.

			Yamamoto frowned slightly, puzzled. “Kenya Onishi is coming out with a new book?”

			“You didn’t know?”

			“No, I didn’t. No one told me. When?”

			“Not sure. Sometime this year, apparently.”

			“I see…I wonder if we’ll make it in time.”

			“In time for what?”

			“Before I get transferred, obviously.”

			With a look that implied I had just asked the dumbest question imaginable, he pulled a notebook from his suit pocket and scribbled down the words Kenya Onishi signing event.

			My irritation turned to anger. There was no way he couldn’t have known. Fighting to keep my voice steady, I said, “Can I ask you something?”

			“You and I are friends, Kyoko Tanihara. You can ask me as many questions as you like.”

			“Just one is enough. And I need you to answer seriously. You know Kenya Onishi doesn’t appear in public, right?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“He’s a reclusive writer. He showed his face to a few booksellers before his debut, but that’s it. He doesn’t attend literary award ceremonies, and all his interviews are done in writing.”

			“Is that so?” he muttered to himself, like he was reciting a drama script. “I see. That’s why Sayoko Emoto, the protagonist of the Koyoi Saotome book—” He stopped himself there, his eyes shining with delight. “But that’s not really a problem, is it?”

			“What?”

			“After all, you’re—”

			Just as he was about to say something, the door rattled open. And in that instant I remembered why I was here in the first place.

			I had come to meet Madam.

			After all the teasing yesterday, I really didn’t want her catching me sitting next to Yamamoto. Naturally, I expected her to immediately start making fun of me.

			Instead, she froze in the doorway, mouth agape.

			And then, out of nowhere, she burst into tears.

			I had no idea what she had seen to make her cry. My dad, Ishino, and even Yamamoto looked stunned. For my part, I must have been wearing the exact same expression.

			Then Madam crumpled to the floor, covering her face as her sobs echoed through Miharu, the restaurant named after my late mother.
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				How Could I Be So Stupid?

			
			A midsummer night’s dream at Miharu—that was what it was. Looking back, that night was nothing short of a series of small miracles, layered one on top of the other what felt like a lifetime ago.

			Just after ten, Madam had stepped through the store curtain at my dad’s restaurant, and the second she did, tears began rolling down her face. Big, heavy tears.

			My old man, busy at the counter with a knife in hand, frowned as if he were trying to solve some impossible puzzle. Enako Ishino gave a slight shake of her head. Yamamoto, seated not far from her, pursed his lips in confusion.

			Before anyone could approach her, Madam left without saying a word. Yamamoto, too, rose from his seat, muttering something about calling it a night. Ishino followed after them without a sound.

			Left alone in Miharu were just me and my dad, who was staring at me in silence.

			“What was all that just now?” I asked.

			He blinked, snapping out of whatever thought had snagged him. “I’m sure she had her reasons,” he said, dodging the question. “Adults have complicated lives.”

			None of it made any sense to me. The next day, I got a text message from Madam: Sorry about last night. I wasn’t feeling well. That was it. Ishino never came back after that. My father seemed a little off as well, though he never said anything. Only Yamamoto remained unchanged, as if nothing had happened.

			Life at the store continued as usual—quiet and uneventful, the morning staff meetings dragging on like always.

			“I hate giving up,” Yamamoto announced to the room, launching into another of his rambling speeches. “Maybe you think, I’m just a bookseller, or I’m just a temp. But who decided that? Certainly not me! Let’s say, for example, we’re planning a book signing for an author. But what if that author happens to be anonymous? Do you just give up on the idea? What if, deep down, they actually want to do a signing at our store? Have you even considered that possibility? And if you don’t even try—if you just assume it’s impossible and walk away—then what, exactly, do you think you’re going to accomplish?”

			Was that example supposed to be hypothetical? I sighed.

			If the anonymous author he was talking about just happened to be one of the bestselling novelists in the country, then why in the world would someone that famous choose to do a signing at our bookstore? Even I, probably the only other person in the room who actually understood the situation, could barely follow what he was saying. The rest of the staff must have been completely lost.

			You could practically hear the collective groan in the air—Please, for the love of God, just end this already. Not that Yamamoto would ever pick up on it.

			If anything, he was even more insufferable than usual. And for some reason, he was laser-focused on me this morning.

			It wasn’t just what he was saying. It was the way he kept looking at me. He wouldn’t break eye contact, wouldn’t even blink. His dry, mechanical gaze was starting to creep me out.

			Then, out of nowhere, someone shouted, “Kyoko Tanihara! Cut it out already!”

			The words hit me like a slap in the face. Completely unfair, completely uncalled for. But I knew exactly what was coming. At times like this, I hated how sharp I was.

			Yamamoto kept going. “Are you listening, Kyoko Tanihara?” His voice sounded distant, like it was reaching me through a fog.

			Next to me, Isoda nudged my elbow. “Hey, Tanihara,” she whispered.

			I blinked, snapping back to reality. But then she lowered her voice even more, and what she said next couldn’t possibly be worse.

			“Look, just take your lovers’ spat somewhere else. It’s such a pain.”

			Every drop of blood in my body came to a boil.

			I know, logically, that blood can’t actually boil. I know the phrase blood boiling isn’t meant literally. But there was no other way to describe how I was feeling in that moment.

			“Kyoko Tanihara?” Yamamoto called again, utterly unfazed.

			“What?” I snapped.

			“What…? I’m asking if you’ve been listening. Because you’re being a real inconvenience to everyone right now. Where’s your sense of responsibility?”

			Finally, I cracked.

			That was the last thing I could remember.

			When I came to, I was being held back by multiple staff members. Onodera, the most good-natured one, was in tears. One of the new part-timers was repeating, “We get it, Tanihara. We get it,” over and over like a broken record.

			Later, Isoda filled me in.

			“You, uh…Your eyes were wide open. Or, no—like, too open. And then they went full white. You lunged at the manager, hands up like this”—she held up two fingers—“and you actually tried to gouge his eyes out. And then—get this—you were smiling. Smiling. While whispering, I quit, I quit, I quit, over and over. It was terrifying…So, uh…I just wanted to say…I’m sorry. We were wrong. I get it now. You and him aren’t a thing.”

			So they had suspected something.

			And who exactly was we?

			A million thoughts swirled around in my head, but the only thing I could focus on was the mental image of myself, eyes rolled back, grinning like a maniac while trying to blind my boss.

			There was nothing I could say to that.

			For the rest of the day, no one at Musashino Books spoke to me.

			No one except, of course, Yamamoto himself. Not that I was particularly surprised.

			At lunchtime, he called to me as if he hadn’t nearly lost both of his eyes a few hours ago. “Oh, I completely forgot. Kyoko Tanihara, two representatives from Oraikan are coming to see you today. I was planning to be there as well, but unfortunately, I’ve been summoned by our company president…Most likely about…well.”

			“What?”

			“My personal matter, of course. So I’m sorry, but I’ll have to leave them in your hands.”

			Isoda nudged me, reminding me I should apologize for what happened that morning. But the fact that Yamamoto had deliberately lowered his voice to tell me something I couldn’t care less about only irritated me further, and any chance of an apology vanished into thin air.

			“Please handle it. Today’s an important day for both of us.”

			A few hours later, the two reps from Oraikan arrived, right at the end of my shift. Both of them looked as stiff as boards.

			I went to meet them at the register. Kinashi spoke up hesitantly. “I’m really sorry, Tanihara, but do you have time for a quick word?”

			“Sure…What about?”

			“If possible, we’d like to talk somewhere outside the store.”

			I glanced at Yamanaka, who also bowed his head solemnly. I had never once received a request like this before.

			“All right. Why don’t you two go ahead? I’ll join you in a bit.”

			I told them about my usual café, then finished up my work as best as I could, all the while feeling weighed down by a growing sense of unease.

			Thirty minutes later, I headed over to Isabelle. I considered touching up my makeup before meeting them, but then I realized I had left my makeup pouch back at work.

			I hesitated for a second, debating whether to go back for it, but ultimately decided it didn’t matter.

			When I walked in, the two had already secured a table along the wall, the best spot for reading in peace and quiet.

			Kinashi stood up when she saw me, with Yamanaka following suit. Both of them bowed—so deeply it only added to my growing apprehension.

			“Okay, what’s going on? You two have been acting weird for a while now.”

			I flashed them a smile in an effort to lighten the mood, but their expressions remained strained.

			“Thank you so much for taking the time to meet with us, Tanihara,” Kinashi said, her voice trembling slightly.

			Yamanaka let out a weak breath. “The reason we couldn’t talk at the store is because we’ve brought you that new title we spoke about last time.”

			Those words loosened the tight knot in my chest.

			On the way here, I had been bracing myself for the worst. I had imagined all sorts of scenarios. Could I have made some huge mistake? Were they about to drop some impossible task on me? But the second they brought up the new book, all that tension ebbed away.

			Still, that only raised new questions.

			The looks on their faces were far too stiff. Last time, when they mentioned they would be bringing the advance copy, they had seemed a little nervous. But today, their anxiety was on a whole other level.

			Yamanaka placed an envelope with Oraikan’s name on it onto the table, handling it as if it might explode.

			“Apologies. Given what’s inside, we couldn’t hand it over at the store. Please, take it.”

			Naturally, I had to ask.

			“Why are you guys acting like this is such a big deal?”

			“Are we…?”

			“This is Kenya Onishi’s new novel, right?”

			“Yes.”

			“You’ve already read it?”

			“Yes,” Kinashi cut in. The last time we talked, she said they hadn’t.

			Was that why they were acting so weird?

			I reached for the envelope, but Yamanaka suddenly grabbed my wrist. He looked just as startled as I was.

			“Oh, sorry. Did that hurt?” He seemed shocked at his own reaction—but he still didn’t let go. Then, without waiting for my response, he added quickly, “To be honest, we don’t know how you’ll react when you read this. It might be a shock. Or maybe it won’t. We really can’t say. But whether it’s good or bad, we’d really like to hear your thoughts. If you’re okay with it, our editor Ishikawa wants to quote you directly on the wraparound marketing band.”

			“He does?”

			“Yes.”

			“Wait—why me? I haven’t even read it yet.”

			“You’ll understand when you do.”

			“But—”

			“Please, just read it. We really want to know what you think, Taniguchi,” Kinashi said, coming to Yamanaka’s aid.

			She must have been worked up, because she called me by the wrong name, just like Yamamoto always did. I didn’t bother correcting her. I still had no idea what their deal was, but at this point, I was too confused to try to figure it out.

			In any case, the answers to my questions were in the envelope. I felt it in my gut—the novel itself would clear this up.

			“All right. When do you need my thoughts by?”

			Yamanaka finally let go of my wrist.

			“As soon as possible would be great. We’re aiming for the Booksellers’ Award. It’s cutting it fine, but we’re planning for a late-October release.”

			“I guess that means I should get my feedback to you by the end of the month.”

			“We’d really appreciate it.”

			“All right. I’ll read it. But I’m not promising to give a comment. Even as a lowly bookstore clerk, I won’t fake an endorsement.”

			Kinashi nodded, like that was exactly what she had expected. “Understood. I always admired that about you back when I was at the store, Tanihara. But as a sales rep, I really hope you will.” She bowed deeply.

			I glanced again at the envelope on the table.

			Yamanaka stood up. “Well, then, we’ll take our leave. What about you, Tanihara?”

			“I have some time. I’ll stay here a little longer.”

			“Sounds good. We’ll cover the bill, including a refill. Melon soda?”

			“Oh, in that case, a black soybean cocoa, please,” I said, already deciding to read the opening pages, at the very least.

			Kinashi stared at me like she was offering a silent prayer. If I looked up the word desperate in the dictionary, no doubt her face would be right there.

			Oddly, that look melted some of my trepidation.

			“I’m grabbing dinner with Koyanagi later,” I explained.

			“Huh?”

			“Mari Koyanagi. She used to work at the store. You overlapped with her a little, right?”

			“Oh! Yes, of course. Wow, that takes me back. I’d love to see her again sometime. Please give her my regards.”

			Just as the two of them bowed again and set off, the black soybean cocoa Yamanaka had ordered for me arrived.

			I tasted a little of the rich, not-too-sweet whipped cream on top, then braced myself and picked up the envelope.

			The answers were all here. I took out the book and started to read.

			Lately, I had been zoning out a lot. But not with this book. I remembered everything I read—I had questions, thoughts about the story—and when I finally snapped back to reality, the café, Isabelle, was dead silent.

			The other customers were gone. The soft chatter, the soft hum of the background music, gone as well. The café was still, eerily quiet.

			I finally gulped down my black soybean cocoa, cold and heavy by the time I got to it.

			As to be expected, it was lukewarm now, thick and cloyingly sweet as it seeped into my body.

			The owner, a familiar face, was watching me. He gave me a small smile, then made a gesture I didn’t follow, rubbing his thumb under his eye.

			It took me a second to realize what he meant.

			I was crying.

			This wasn’t the kind of story you cry over. If anything, it had a comedic touch. I had even laughed out loud at parts. And yet…

			“Was it really that good?” the owner asked as he placed a glass of cold water in front of me.

			I took a quick sip, murmured a thank-you, then bowed my head. “I’m so sorry…I didn’t realize it was past closing time.”

			“Yeah. By about an hour and a half.”

			“That much? Why didn’t you say anything?”

			“You were so absorbed in your book. First, you looked all serious, then you suddenly started laughing out loud. Then, out of nowhere, you broke down in tears.” He chuckled. “You were freaking the other customers out.”

			“I…I’m sorry. Really. I mean it. What time is it now?”

			“Nine-thirty.”

			“That late already…?”

			Only then did I remember—I was supposed to be meeting Koyanagi at eight.

			I grabbed my phone and found a flood of missed calls from her. I must have had it on silent—or at least I thought I did.

			“Your phone’s been ringing this whole time, you know,” the owner added matter-of-factly.

			Mortified, I scrambled to clean up my table, apologizing profusely. I slipped the advance copy of the novel back into the envelope and was just about to stash it in my bag when the owner stopped me.

			“Hey…What’s that book called? It’s not out yet, is it? But it’s going to be, right? I mean, you were laughing, and then you were crying—it must be something special. What’s it called?”

			I stared at the envelope. Could I tell him? Was I allowed? I wasn’t sure.

			I couldn’t even say if the book was good or bad. But I did want people to read it. As many people as possible. Because this was my story.

			It wasn’t some sparkling, glamorous tale, but it was the story of people like us—fighting, struggling, trying to carve out some kind of happiness in their everyday lives.

			The moment this thought took shape, everything made sense. This was why I could endure all the absurd crap life threw at me. Because, at the end of the day, I just wanted to be happy—surrounded by books I loved, reading stories from writers I admired, and passing those stories on to customers who would cherish them as much as I did.

			Bookselling was a simple job, but it never went as smoothly as I wanted it to. It was frustrating, exhausting—but at its core, that hopeful sentiment hadn’t changed since the day I started.

			Would I like to be paid a little more for it? Absolutely.

			And, actually, this book had something to say about that. Quite a lot, in fact. Maybe that was why I cried. Knowing that someone understood—really understood—was such a powerful thing.

			I just wanted to spend my days laughing. I just wanted to be happy. Even if life feels like wading through mud at times, I wanted to believe that someday, someday, I would shine.

			Compared to that, worrying about whether I could reveal the book’s title to the café owner felt laughably trivial.

			I lifted my head, squared my shoulders, and said loud and clear: “How Can My Manager Be So Stupid?”

			The silence stretched out.

			“Huh? Manager? You don’t mean me, do you?” the owner asked with a twinkle in his eye.

			I slipped the envelope into my bag and stood, flashing him a bright smile. “It’s set in a tiny bookstore in Kichijoji. It’s about an unremarkable girl, Kyoko Taniguchi, just trying to survive day by day. But it’s so raw, so messy, so real. It’s definitely a new direction for the author…Oraikan will be releasing it in late October. If you want to buy it, make sure to stop by Musashino Books! I’m sure we’ll be able to offer some kind of special bonus with it.”

			That only seemed fair. After all, I had already fulfilled the most important job of a bookseller—giving him a recommendation.

			With that, I gave him a final nod, turned on my heel, and hurried out of Isabelle.

			

			—

			No matter how many times I called, Koyanagi wouldn’t pick up.

			Faced with no other choice, I fired off a shamelessly desperate message: I’m coming right now! Just stay put! If you’ve already left, come back!

			With that, I took off, sprinting toward the restaurant where we had agreed to meet.

			Fortunately, she was still there, sitting alone with a book and a drink. Her expression was unreadably grim, but the fact that she had hung around at all was what mattered.

			“Koyanagi!”

			I practically threw myself into the seat beside her. Barely even stopping to apologize, I launched straight into a rapid-fire sermon about why I had been delayed: Kenya Onishi’s latest book, How Can My Manager Be So Stupid?

			From the very first sentence, I was shook.

			Fed up to the back teeth with Manager Yamamoto’s, meandering story, I suddenly remembered that I was close to my period.

			This was my story. Not metaphorically—literally. Once I realized that, I was completely obsessed.

			Told over six chapters, the novel followed the lives of its bookseller protagonist, Kyoko Taniguchi, and a handful of industry figures who moved in her orbit. A young writer struggling to surpass his first novel—talented but arrogant, only to be humbled by the end. A feared yet strangely endearing bookstore owner leading a melancholy secret life. A determined young graduate working in sales at a publishing house. Not to mention a cast of quirky, unforgettable customers—who, for all their eccentricities, were inseparable from the bookstore itself. But at its heart, binding all these threads together, was a tribute—to the protagonist and her manager…

			“It’s amazing, it’s amazing, it’s amazing…” I kept repeating over and over as I explained. The whole time, Koyanagi kept staring at me like I was some kind of freak.

			When I finally ran out of things to say about the novel, she asked a perfectly reasonable question—one that brought me straight back down to reality. “Hold on a second. Who exactly is Kenya Onishi? Do you know him?”

			Our eyes met, locking in place. The smile lingering on my face slowly faded.

			She was right. Why hadn’t I asked myself that question?

			It was obvious: Kyoko Taniguchi was Kyoko Tanihara. The novel was based on my life. It captured my daily frustrations, my inner world—so vividly I almost felt like I was the one who had written it.

			But I had never sat down for an interview to discuss my life. So…who exactly was he?

			It had to be someone close to me, and I didn’t have many friends. I could count on one hand the number of people I had talked to about my work at the store.

			“Wait a minute,” Koyanagi said, narrowing her eyes. “You mean to tell me you have no idea who Kenya Onishi is?”

			At this point, I wouldn’t have been surprised if Koyanagi herself turned out to be the author.

			“A lot of weird things have been happening lately,” I admitted after a long pause, the words coming out in a near whisper.

			“Weird things?”

			“First, this advance copy. Apparently, Onishi specifically asked for it to be sent to seven bookstore employees. But out of the seven, I’m the only one still selling books. Most of the rest are big names: company presidents, board members, industry veterans.”

			Koyanagi furrowed her brow. “That makes sense. I don’t know about the others, but from what you’ve told me, this book is obviously about you.”

			“By the way, one of the other six was a regular customer at Musashino Books.”

			“Oh? Which one?”

			“You might not remember her, but her name is Miyako Fujii. She’s working as a temp at a brokerage firm now, but she used to be a bookstore employee in Jimbocho. She apparently knew Onishi back when he published his debut.”

			“Okay, so she must be the link, then. Do you think this Fujii woman could have told Kenya Onishi details about your life?”

			“Madam wouldn’t do that—sorry, that’s my secret nickname for her. And she’s never introduced me to anyone, either.”

			“What about someone who was around when you were with her? A man. Does anyone come to mind?”

			Koyanagi’s skeptical expression vanished, giving way to unabashed curiosity.

			I was thinking the same thing. A man who was present while I was with Madam…Two people came to mind.

			“One of them’s my dad.”

			Disappointment fell across Koyanagi’s face.

			Yes, I knew it was ridiculous. My dad, a man who barely even wrote New Year’s cards, secretly moonlighting as a novelist? Not a chance.

			Besides, if my dad really was Kenya Onishi, then Madam’s reaction the first time she stepped into Miharu wouldn’t make any sense. She hadn’t been the least bit flustered to see him.

			Which meant…it had to be someone who wasn’t there the first evening, but who was there the next. And it had to be a man.

			“The other possibility is…Yamamoto.”

			Silence, thick and cold, fell over the table.

			I had expected Koyanagi to burst out laughing, or for her to yell, No way! But instead, she just nodded, like it had all finally clicked.

			“I knew it. I was thinking the same thing. It’s the only explanation that makes sense. I was half joking before, but I always thought you two would make a perfect match. You get along far too well,” she said with absolute certainty.

			She couldn’t have been more wrong, and normally I would have been annoyed by her drawing such an unfounded conclusion—but somehow her words made perfect sense to me.

			Actually, I knew why: It was because I had just read How Can My Manager Be So Stupid? Depending on how you looked at it, the book could easily be read as a love letter. Either from the manager to the protagonist or from the protagonist to the manager.

			At the very least, it forced me to confront something I hadn’t been able to put into words—my feelings toward Yamamoto. It wasn’t necessarily love, but…I couldn’t stop thinking about him.

			I made an effort to pull myself together. To examine things rationally.

			“Look, there’s no way Yamamoto is actually Kenya Onishi, right? Sure, he’s kind of mysterious, but…”

			Koyanagi gave me a puzzled look. “No way?”

			“No way.”

			It would have been fun if he were, though. That thought left me oddly disappointed, and I let out a small, wistful laugh.

			“Why?”

			“His age. He’s never publicly revealed it, but his debut novel, Where the Wind Finds the Wagon, was published around twenty-five years ago. The bookstore clerks who saw him back then are all getting on in age, so Onishi has to be over fifty by now. Yamamoto, though…He’s around forty, right?”

			“What about your dad?”

			“That’s even less likely.”

			“Any other possible suspects?”

			“Nope.”

			“Then it has to be Yamamoto. Hold on. Are you sure he’s forty?”

			“Huh?”

			“Have you ever heard him say his age?”

			“Well, no, but…”

			“I think I was the one who told you he was around forty. What if he’s actually fifty?”

			I pictured Yamamoto’s wiry frame. It wasn’t impossible. I had no real sense of what fifty was supposed to look like, but it was still far more plausible than my dad secretly being a famous author.

			“What if someone close to me is friends with Kenya Onishi and has been feeding him information?”

			“Like who?”

			“I don’t know…Maybe Ishino, one of the regulars at Miharu? Or maybe it was Madam? Or—and don’t take this the wrong way—even you, Koyanagi.”

			Even as I said it, I knew it wasn’t likely. Koyanagi and I were close, sure, but she hadn’t been around for most of what happened. And How Can My Manager Be So Stupid? was so full of love. Nobody who had only heard secondhand stories could have written the book like that.

			Koyanagi let out a long breath, watching me quietly.

			“Well, the first thing to do is talk to Yamamoto,” she said at last. “I doubt he’s actually Onishi, but we have to rule people out one by one.”

			“Yeah. I’ll see what I can find out. Oh, and, Koyanagi?”

			She tilted her head, smiling. “What?”

			“Uh…I just wanted to say…You should come back to the store.”

			“Hmm?”

			“It’s not the same without you. Honestly, it’s not as fun. I’ll talk to Yamamoto about it. Please.”

			I had actually been about to ask her something else—about the book signing Yamamoto was so fixated on.

			How was I supposed to interpret it? If he really was Kenya Onishi, that would mean he was playing dumb during every single conversation we had had about the signing. I didn’t have an answer. And there was something else I couldn’t stop thinking about—the moment he learned that Kenya Onishi was a pen name.

			But that’s not really a problem, is it? After all, you’re—

			What had he been about to say? Madam had walked in, cutting him off. But what if he was going to finish that sentence with the words talking to Kenya Onishi right now?

			I thought about bringing it up, but ultimately stopped myself. We had gone down enough rabbit holes for one evening. Surprisingly, Koyanagi didn’t seem to hate the idea of returning to the store.

			“You know, I’ve realized a lot of things since I left. Fashion retail is fun, but at the end of the day, selling stories suits me better. It won’t be easy, but maybe coming back wouldn’t be the worst idea in the world.”

			From there, the conversation drifted away from Kenya Onishi, and we started talking about the book industry in general.

			Koyanagi kept firing off fresh, bold ideas—ideas that could bring about a complete overhaul of Musashino Books. If she really did come back, things were going to get a whole lot more interesting. My heart raced at the thought.

			“Well, either way, you’ve done enough to earn your chips. It’s time to cash them in,” Koyanagi said, leaning in. “Kenya Onishi’s very first book signing is happening. Just imagine it—one of the biggest names in publishing, a bestselling author for twenty-five years, finally showing his face for the first time, at a tiny bookstore in Kichijoji, no less. The press will eat it up. His fans will go wild. The store will be packed to the rafters. That would be the perfect opportunity for Musashino Books to make its stand against the system!”

			

			—

			By the time we parted ways, Koyanagi flashing that fearless grin of hers, it was already past midnight.

			It had been a long day. My body and mind were beyond exhausted. But instead of heading to my apartment, my feet carried me back toward the store.

			Why? Because I had forgotten my makeup pouch. Or at least that was the excuse I kept repeating to myself.

			Using the key I had been given after Koyanagi left, I slipped into the dark store. A lone desk stood in the corner of the back office. Over time, it had somehow become a dumping ground for all of Yamamoto’s personal stuff.

			If I was being honest, I wasn’t just skeptical—I was overwhelmingly skeptical. No, that was generous. It was more like one part belief, nine parts doubt. There was no way Yamamoto was actually Kenya Onishi. Still, I needed proof—something solid to demonstrate that he wasn’t secretly writing novels.

			I rummaged through the desk until I came across…a self-improvement book.

			It was the very same one Yamamoto had raved about during our morning staff meetings, his voice thick with enthusiasm: Seventy-Seven Ways for Capable Leaders to Instill an Appreciation for Hospitality in Unmotivated Staff! by Tomoya Takemaru, a one-hit wonder who had vanished from the scene after his first book.

			“He’s still holding on to this?” I muttered to myself, picking up the well-worn copy.

			On impulse, I flipped through the pages—and was immediately gripped by an inexplicable sense of discomfort.

			I had to know why.

			Standing there, frozen, I turned back to the beginning. Six sections had been marked with sticky notes, and each had been heavily highlighted and annotated. I sat down at the desk and read through each one.

			By the time I finished, my mind felt like it had been turned to mush. A sickening, stomach-churning sensation washed over me.

			
				Tip #8: How to Change the Mind of a Staff Member Who Wants to Quit

				Show them that you want to quit even more than they do. Don’t just beg them to stay—make sure they feel valued and appreciated in a gentle, sincere way.

				Tip #19: How to Defuse Staff Complaints

				This one’s easy: Get angry yourself. The key is to direct your frustration at someone higher up than you—someone with more status. If possible, do it in front of a crowd. Let your disgruntled staff members vent while others are watching. It might just do the trick.

				Tip #38: How to Foster a Sense of Belonging in Your Staff

				Show your own loyalty to the organization. Employees tend to forget how lucky they are to be part of such a great environment. If you openly express your love for the company—or for the person in charge—your team will naturally develop the same sense of dedication.

				Tip #50: How to Motivate Staff Who Refuse to Get Their Act Together

				At this point, all that’s left to do is shout your love for them! In front of their coworkers, in front of total strangers—just tell them, loud and proud, You got this! The more people watching, the better.

				Tip #66: How to Keep Staff from Giving Up Too Easily

				Identify something your employees have already written off as impossible—and then prove them wrong by doing something equally unattainable. The bigger the challenge, the greater the reward when you succeed. Give them that experience.

				Tip #77: How to Heal the Loneliest Person in the Room—You

				Why do I have to play the fool like this? If you’ve made it this far, that thought has probably crossed your mind. But don’t worry—your team does recognize your brilliance. And if there are still a few clueless individuals among them who don’t, find a way to subtly push this book on them during morning meetings. The more you play the clown, the stronger your organization becomes. A wise hawk hides its talons!

			

			“What the hell is this…? What the hell is this…? What the hell is this…?”

			Alone in the dead silent back office, I must have repeated those words a dozen times over, maybe more.

			The last page of the book was practically drowning in highlighter ink. It looked like a study guide belonging to a desperate, failing student. And yet, somehow, I couldn’t shake the feeling that this, too, was the work of a wise hawk hiding its talons.

			Every word, every idea, felt disturbingly familiar. The blueprint for seemingly every interaction I had had with Yamamoto over the past year was here in this book.

			At some point, I forgot what I had even come here for. Whether he was actually Kenya Onishi or not no longer seemed to matter. I merely stood there, eyes wide, gripping the book like it was the only thing tethering me to reality.

			And then I found something else: a paper sleeve from a chopstick set, the kind my dad used at Miharu.

			On it, spelled out in roman letters in the manager’s familiar handwriting, was the name YENAKO ISHINO.

			I remembered the exact day he wrote that. It was the day I first met Ishino. Back then, I had put this down as another one of his weird antics. But now—now something about it nagged at me.

			For some reason, the kanji character for the E in Enako—恵—had been romanized the old-fashioned way as YE to make YENAKO.

			This note, a quiet surge of certainty told me, held the key to unraveling all my questions.

			My heart was pounding so hard I could hear it. My breath hitched in my throat. I slapped a hand over my mouth to keep from making a sound.

			I was still standing there like that when I heard my name called from behind me.

			“Oh…Kyoko Tanihara? Good evening. What are you doing here so late? I got a little worried when I saw the light.”

			How long had he been standing there?

			Yamamoto was standing in the dark, motionless. Then, with a small, quiet smile, he began to slowly inch toward me.

			I started shaking. Hard.

			If someone were to freeze this scene, capture it in a single frame, it would look like the climax of a thriller—the moment the cunning criminal is finally unmasked and the poor fool who got too curious realizes, too late, what they have stumbled into.

			For a split second, I genuinely checked to see if he was holding a knife.

			He wasn’t, of course. But that didn’t stop me from trembling.

			When he finally stepped into the dim light, the glow hit from behind, casting his face in deep shadow.

			“This works out perfectly. There’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you, Kyoko Tanihara. Though knowing how sharp you are, I imagine you’ve already figured it out.”

			“What…? Figured what out? I—I don’t know anything!” I tried playing dumb.

			He slowly reached out, completely inexplicably, and tapped me twice on the head, like the lead in some kind of romantic drama.

			A shiver crawled up my spine. Was it fear? Disgust? I couldn’t tell anymore.

			But I could feel his smile in the dark.

			“Kyoko Tanihara. Listen carefully.” He took a slow breath. “The truth is…”

			What kind of face was I making in that moment?

			Just yesterday, his smile had seemed nothing but shallow.

			Who was this man standing in front of me?

			Was he brilliant? Or just a fool?

			Who on earth was Kenya Onishi?

			All my questions boiled over like a chaotic stew, my chest bubbling with apprehension.

			Who was whom? What was good, what was evil? And was that even the right question?

			This was a night unlike any I had ever known.

			A night of total, unrelenting chaos.

			

			—

			A disproportionately large banner had been hung outside Musashino Books’ Kichijoji store.

			Discussion & signing event
 with Kenya Onishi,
 author of the bestselling
 How Can My Manager Be So Stupid?

			Right at the beginning, before the words Discussion and Signing, the word First! was playfully displayed in a comic speech bubble.

			Inside, the store was abuzz. The decision to hold the event after hours meant the store was overflowing with curious fans who would otherwise have been at work. The public response had far exceeded our expectations. There were even a number of press and TV crews present.

			Our usually confident manager, the one who had come up with the idea of inviting the media in the first place, seemed slightly nervous standing before the fans, microphone in hand.

			“I’m grateful to have so many fans of Kenya Onishi here today, along with members of the media and a few regular customers, despite the hour being what it is…”

			The gentle quip landed perfectly, and the store filled with soft laughter. At the back, where I was standing with Isoda and some of the other staff, someone patted me on the shoulder.

			I turned around and froze.

			“Huh? What are you doing here?”

			There stood Akatsuki Tomita, grinning at me with a mischievous glint in his eyes.

			“Didn’t I tell you? I’m a huge fan. I signed up for the event.”

			“What? You should have told me! I would have saved you a seat!”

			“No, no, that wouldn’t do.”

			“Why not?”

			“I know you, Kyoko. You’re not the type to play favorites.”

			I understood exactly what he meant.

			“Well, congratulations again on winning the Booksellers’ Award.”

			“I keep telling you, it was all thanks to you, Kyoko.”

			“And I keep telling you, that’s not true.”

			“No, no, it is…”

			Akatsuki Tomita had taken first place in this year’s Booksellers’ Award for The Promised Neighbor, with Kenya Onishi’s How Can My Manager Be So Stupid? as runner-up.

			What was noteworthy was that this year’s award had been one of the closest races in history. First and second place were separated by only one point—which meant that if one of the participating booksellers had swapped their first- and second-place votes, the rankings would have been reversed.

			Of course, I had no way of knowing how things would turn out when I cast my first-place vote for The Promised Neighbor. But I couldn’t help myself. Its captivating love story had felt like a declaration of intent from an author who had been struggling to meet the standards set by his debut work.

			I had been eagerly anticipating it ever since our date in Yokohama. And he had delivered on the promise I had seen in it, with a novel that far exceeded my expectations.

			I had placed How Can My Manager Be So Stupid? second, even though it was literally my story, and despite the fact that my comment—“A story of normal, everyday people desperately struggling to find happiness”—was still being printed on the book’s wraparound marketing band even after multiple editions. That was what Tomita meant by not playing favorites.

			And it wasn’t the only book to bear my public seal of approval this year. My comment for The Promised Neighbor was published in the official Booksellers’ Award pamphlet. It had also been featured on the book’s marketing band from the third edition onward.

			“I’m truly grateful that we have a novelist like Akatsuki Tomita to chronicle our times.”

			Now, no matter which bookstore I visited, I could always find my name and workplace—Kyoko Tanihara, Musashino Books Kichijoji—prominently displayed. Yoko Sasaki, the influential bookseller from Liberty Books, had taken to teasing me whenever we happened to run into each other at parties, calling me the darling of the moment.

			I was no darling. I was still just a tiny, insignificant bookseller—but one thing was different.

			“So, how have you been? Has anything changed since you got promoted to full-time?” Tomita asked teasingly.

			“Not really. It’s still low pay, and with the publishing industry the way it is, who knows how much longer the store will even be around. Stability’s just a fantasy…But I guess there is one thing that’s different.” I paused for a moment, nodding. “I think I’ve fallen even more in love with books. Even if they aren’t selling as well as before, I do think they’re getting more interesting. Not sticking around to help share that with readers would be like admitting defeat. That’s how I’ve come to see it.”

			“That’s a pretty good way of looking at things.” Tomita shrugged, half amused. “But speaking of your manager—your former manager, I mean—how’s he doing?”

			“Fine, from what I hear.”

			“I gather he was the one who made you a proper full-time employee before he got transferred. That was a nice gesture. You know, I still can’t seem to get the better of that guy,” Tomita said, holding up a copy of a book I knew all too well: Seventy-Seven Ways for Capable Leaders to Instill an Appreciation for Hospitality in Unmotivated Staff!

			I chuckled, shaking my head. “Not at all. You’re the capable one.”

			But why on earth was he carrying that book around? Surely he wasn’t trying to be more like Yamamoto? Sure, there was that saying, If you can’t beat them, join them, but this was ridiculous.

			“Ha-ha. I wish I could believe that.”

			“I’m serious!”

			“Nah, I still don’t buy it,” Tomita chuckled.

			I couldn’t help but cringe a little.

			Right after the Booksellers’ Award ceremony, Tomita had asked me out again.

			I turned him down, gently but firmly—because, lodged somewhere in my heart, was an image of Yamamoto, my old manager, bawling his eyes out when he found me at his desk that night at the store.

			“The truth is…” he had said through the tears. “I…I…I’m being transferred!”

			“Huh? Transferred?” Was that it? I had been bracing myself for him to reveal his true identity.

			Ignoring my shocked expression, he continued to sob. “Yes, transferred! It’s awful! I thought I’d at least end up at head office in the procurement department or as the president’s deputy. But this?”

			“Wait, wait. Calm down. Where are you being transferred to?”

			“Did you know our president is from Miyazaki, Kyoko Tanihara?”

			“Yeah. He opened a store in the mountains of Miyazaki as a tribute to his hometown, right?”

			“That’s where.”

			“Huh?”

			“I’m being sent there! And I’m not even going to be the store manager! They’ve given me a title I’ve never even heard of: assistant deputy acting manager! I’ll basically be assisting a deputy to the manager. How many people can there be at a store in the middle of nowhere?!”

			He collapsed to the floor, covering his face with both hands, violently sobbing. I found myself gently patting him on the back as if I was comforting a child.

			“I’ve always wanted to be on the sales floor, dealing with customers…I don’t care about climbing the corporate ladder…It doesn’t have to be the flagship store…I don’t even need the store manager title…I just want to be where the action is, even if just as a regular employee…” he murmured, all things he had said before.

			I still couldn’t figure him out. Was he a brilliant manager or a total airhead? A hidden genius or just plain clueless? The only thing I knew for sure—just as was so artfully recounted in How Can My Manager Be So Stupid?—was that it was absolutely impossible to avoid giving him just a small piece of your heart.

			Just as that thought was crossing my mind, up on stage, our manager—the new store manager of Musashino Books’ flagship Kichijoji store, Mari Koyanagi—cleared her throat before calling in the guest of honor.

			“Thank you for waiting, everyone! Please welcome…Kenya Onishi!”

			For a heartbeat, the store fell completely silent. And then came a wave of noise: fans gasping, staff clapping wildly, camera shutters going off in rapid bursts.

			We had made it known at the beginning that photos would be allowed. Blending in with the sea of fans holding up their phones, I snapped a shot of Kenya Onishi’s first-ever public appearance. I had promised to send it to a certain assistant deputy acting manager, who was doing his best out in Miyazaki.

			Watching Onishi bow to the crowd, I broke out into a wry grin.

			That night at the store, when I found Yamamoto’s scrawled note in which he had romanized the E in Enako as Ye to make Yenako, my mind had jumped straight to the reveal from the epilogue of The Continuing Adventures of Koyoi Saotome, Onishi’s previous novel. But in fixating on how the outdated romanization scheme had added a Y where none belonged, I had completely missed the more familiar trick.

			Only now, with the author standing before me on the stage, did I realize what I had actually been looking at. Yes, it was indeed a warped anagram, just like the name Sayoko Emoto had been a near anagram of Koyoi Saotome, with a missing i. The key here, however, lay not just in the added Y, but also a missing o. I sent the photo as a message, along with the words KENYA ONISHI.

			As I looked up from the screen, my eyes met Onishi’s—or, rather, the eyes of the woman I had known for so long as Yenako Ishino.

			“Nice to meet you, everyone. I’m Kenya Onishi,” she said with a beaming smile. “Thank you so much for coming out today. I was just talking with Manager Koyanagi here, and we decided that I’ll get to pick my conversation partner for today’s discussion. So I thought I’d go with the real-life inspiration for Kyoko Taniguchi, the protagonist of How Can My Manager Be So Stupid? The young, charismatic Kyoko Tanihara of Musashino Books! Let’s give her a big round of applause, everyone!”

			The second Ishino—sorry, Onishi—made that connection, every single person in the room turned to stare at me. I froze, panic setting in.

			But in moments like this, I always had someone watching my back.

			Looking down at my phone for help, I found a message from my old manager.

			
				Huh? Wait, what? Isn’t that Enako Ishino?! Where’s Kenya Onishi?! What’s going on over there, Kyoko Tanihara?!

			

			What? Did he really not know Onishi’s true identity? Had he really not figured out that she was Enako Ishino? If that was the case, what was the deal with that YENAKO note? No matter how hard I tried, I would never understand him.

			As I was trying to make sense of his response, another message came through. A picture of Yamamoto—with Madam.

			The caption read, “Currently on a secret rendezvous with the woman from Oita.—TAKERU YAMAMOTO, the man from Miyazaki.”

			I had no idea what was going on anymore. Why was Madam in Miyazaki? Did they know each other? Was that why she had left Miharu in such a hurry that night? And why was Yamamoto signing off his text messages like that? My brain was filled with nothing but question marks.

			And then, from behind me, Tomita said, “Well, what do you know? Another anagram…”

			He was sneaking a peek at my phone, a knowing look on his face, pointing at the words TAKERU YAMAMOTO. The next moment, like some sort of magic trick, the letters neatly rearranged themselves before my eyes.

			TOMOYA TAKEMARU.

			The author of Seventy-Seven Ways for Capable Leaders to Instill an Appreciation for Hospitality in Unmotivated Staff!—which Tomita was brandishing with undisguised glee.

			Wait. Hold on a second. It couldn’t be.

			By now I knew there was no point even trying to understand my old manager. All I knew was this—there was definitely more to this story.

			In fact, I already had the perfect title for Kenya Onishi’s next book: How Can the Assistant Deputy Acting Manager Be So Stupid?
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