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To Virginie Chapron,

for her early readings, clarity, and kindness.

To Sacha Perreault, Lionel Kennedy, Taaroa Olson,

and Rick Guenett,

And to my family,

for their unwavering support throughout this journey.
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Some journeys begin long before the road itself — before the bicycles, the cities, the bridges. This one was born from a memory, an absence, a quiet desire to understand what keeps us moving forward, even when the world seems to hold us back. Joseph is not me, and yet he carries my shadows, my hesitations, my impulses. He walks where I paused, he falls where I endured, he dreams where I doubted. Through him, I wanted to explore that fragile territory where one becomes oneself by getting a little lost.  This book grew out of encounters, silences, landscapes, and those suspended moments when life seems to whisper something essential.  If you find even a faint echo within these pages, then the journey has already found its meaning.

Thank you for walking beside me for a while.

David Nakano
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Part One  §  Tokyo. 

Chapter 1 — Amando

At Roppongi Crossing, there is a pastry shop called Almond, recognizable by its pink-striped awning.  The Japanese pronunciation, Amando, has made it a popular rendezvous point.  Since that first time, Joseph Tanaka had met many people there, always arriving at least ten minutes before the agreed hour.  It felt almost like a stake-out, though he was neither spy nor assassin. Women in high heels, designer dresses, and luxury handbags, and men in their salaryman attire with brand-name ties, glanced repeatedly at their watches, waiting for their yakusoku — their promise to meet.

He had first met Angelina at Club Celeste, a Ginza kyabakura — a cabaret-style hostess bar.  She was a Russian expatriate working in the mizu-shōbai, the nocturnal world of alcohol and entertainment in Ginza’s stylish district.  Among the elegantly dressed Japanese and Korean hostesses, she was one of only two foreign women, and she spoke Japanese.  When she sat beside him, Joseph thought, Great... another Japanese girl with dyed brown hair. But he noticed her color was more golden, and her emerald-green eyes startled him.

Joseph’s Nikkei (a member of the Japanese diaspora) Japanese was far from perfect. However, he could still detect a foreign accent. He immediately asked about her origins.  She explained she had come to Tokyo with a Russian folk group from Khabarovsk, and when their music contract collapsed, she found a well-paying job that allowed her to extend her visa. 

Joseph was the guest of honor that night, having dined with a travel agency team in Shimbashi.  He had flown all the way from Tahiti, and they were celebrating his new contract to be based in Tokyo. At Club Celeste, the rounds of drinks kept flowing.  The lovely hostesses mixed drinks delicately in miniature glasses, charging a fortune for every bottle that magically appeared to replace the empty Scotch. Angelina leaned toward him and whispered, with concern, that he looked tired — surely he had had a long day.  He agreed, and during their small talk he may have mentioned The Brothers Karamazov as one of his favorite books.  She asked for his cell number.

But the hosts insisted he join them in their corner with the other Japanese and Korean ladies, and he forgot about her as he proceeded to get drunk. One of the agents had to escort him down the elevator and out to the street. He walked him to the front of the taxi line — the Ginza rule, whether sober or drunk.

Back in his room at the Capitol Tokyu Hotel on the 8th floor, he could barely see the sakura of Hie Jinja through the window.  Grateful to have returned safely, he collapsed onto the bed.

The next morning, during a leisurely breakfast in the Lounge, Joseph watched the graceful koi swimming in slow motion in the minimalist garden pond beyond the glass wall.  A few days earlier, he had received an extraordinary gift from a master artisan who crafted bamboo fishing rods — pieces coveted by collectors and museums.  The artisan had said it wasn’t one of his prized works, yet it had thirty-two coats of lacquer and a tip made of whale whisker.   Joseph liked fishing, but he had no idea what kind of reel to use with such a pole.  He wondered whether koi were prey the artisan understood — how they swam, behaved... as if the man had lived inside the pond.

His reverie was broken by his phone vibrating in his suit pocket.  In Tokyo, it was de rigueur to keep phones on silent in public.  It was one of the agents Joseph had contacted on Friday.  Since he had been out of the office, he now kindly invited Joseph to lunch.

Kawatani-san suggested an unusual venue — a Chinese cultural foundation with a restaurant.  For the first time, Joseph tasted Tsing Tao beer and enjoyed traditional dishes, explaining that he was vegetarian.  As they exited and he thanked his host, his phone vibrated again.  He excused himself.

To his surprise, it was Angelina, asking if he was free that evening and if he wanted to meet.  She suggested Roppongi — and that was the first time Joseph heard the word Amando.

He saw her walking up from Roppongi Metro Exit 3, wearing a sporty leather jacket and tight blue jeans, her blonde hair tied in a ponytail.  She greeted him with a smile and a hug, and he felt privileged to meet such a beautiful woman from afar.

Joseph hailed a taxi and asked to be taken to a restaurant in Shirokanedai called Stellato.  They connected immediately, speaking in English — a language she rarely used at work or even with friends, who preferred Russian. Joseph would not remember what they ate or said that night, but after dessert, the maître d’ suggested moving to the open terrace for after-dinner drinks.  It was a brisk spring evening in Tokyo, and the terrace was warmed by heat lamps. They sipped Irish coffee and talked late into the night.

On the Hibiya Line platform before the last train, they embraced with a promise to meet again soon.

Chapter 2 — Into the Quiet Hills 

With Joseph’s growing connections in the travel trade, he was invited to the northwestern coast in Kanazawa and to stay at a special ryokan in Yamanaka.  It would be a weekend trip, starting with a flight from Haneda to Komatsu.  Joseph had not budgeted for this, but his travel agent friend insisted on arranging everything.  He wondered whether he could bring a friend — and Angelina agreed to join.

They boarded the All Nippon Airways flight, walking past Japanese passengers and a young boy, perhaps six years old, who stared at Angelina as if she were the first Caucasian woman he had ever seen.  Joseph whispered this to her, and she waved at the boy with a gracious smile, making his cheeks turn crimson.  It was a 747 jumbo jet, and the ANA hostesses changed into kimono-style uniforms during the one-hour-ten-minute flight.

At Komatsu Airport, they were met by his friend Jiro-san and his chauffeur, who drove them into Ishikawa Prefecture.  As they passed immense rice fields, Jiro reminded Joseph that this was the hometown of Hideki Matsui, the famous MLB player.  They stopped at a traditional restaurant serving fresh buckwheat noodles with spring onions and a homemade tsuyu or dipping sauce.

Another forty-five-minute drive took them along a winding road through pine forests, where dark brown hills cast shadows over valleys and streams. Narrow paths led to thatched-roof dwellings, suggesting antiquity and stability in rural life.

Finally, they arrived at Jiro’s office, renowned for arranging exclusive travel for VIP clients.  Joseph was asked to give an impromptu presentation of the properties he represented, with Angelina by his side.  The staff were polite and attentive to her as well.  Though he felt slightly awkward, everyone remained gracious.

They returned to the Toyota sedan, exhausted from the travel, the flight, and the drive.  Within an hour, they reached the Kayotei in the commune of Kaga, in Yamanaka — an inconspicuous ryokan built on a hill, first founded five centuries ago. A small river flowed just beyond the surrounding walls.  The silence was broken only by the arrival of the car or the cry of birds.  The ryokan had only ten rooms, with tatami corridors, so there was no need for slippers.  Silence reigned in
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