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Matcha on Monday

[January • Tokyo]

I press my hands together and pray for something good to happen, but where is my prayer actually going?

Well, I’m at a Shinto shrine, so it’s headed to a Shinto god. Probably.

But where do the gods reside? On the other side of this offertory box? Up in the sky? Or …?

It’s almost the middle of the month, but since this is my first shrine visit of the year, it’s essentially my hatsumode – my ‘first prayer’ for the New Year.

I work at a mobile phone store inside a shopping mall. The mall was open through the New Year’s holiday, so we didn’t get any time off. Even though they tried to schedule us in short, rotating shifts, single employees like me tended to yield longer breaks to those with families and took on additional shifts ourselves.

When I didn’t even have the time to help prepare the New Year Osechi meal, my parents complained, saying, ‘Miho, you’re already twenty-six.’ But I’m in my prime working years, so I hope that they cut me some slack. Ever since I was a kid, I’ve loved all things mechanical, so I like working with mobile phones.

But the January shift schedule was different from usual, and having misread it, I showed up for an early shift today only to discover it was my day off.

Bummer. I could’ve stayed up late last night and slept in this morning.

I didn’t feel like going home straight away, so I took a walk around the mall. Some days, nothing seems to go right. I dropped by a clothing store to buy a down jacket I’d had my eye on, but it was sold out. Hoping to lift my spirits, I went into a fast-food place, but I spilled the ketchup for my fries all over the sleeve of my sweater. I went to the bathroom to rinse off the ketchup, only to realize when I went to wipe the stain that I’d left my handkerchief at home.

A truly unlucky day. I’m not exactly the lucky type to begin with but today feels especially jinxed. Maybe it was because I hadn’t gone to the shrine for my ‘first prayer’ this year. It was a bit of a walk from the mall to the shrine, but I thought I should pay it a visit. Maybe get cleansed of my bad luck while I was at it.

I’m thinking about all of this as I pray, when Marble Cafe suddenly comes to mind.

If you go straight down the street along the river near the shrine, you’ll find a small coffee shop where the row of cherry blossom trees ends. It’s a cosy place managed by a nice young man, and the interior design is incredibly stylish. And, of course, the coffee and tea are delicious. I only go occasionally when I have an early shift, but it’s a particular favourite of mine. That’s it – on this unlucky day, I should visit my favourite place to boost my mood.

As I walk, I glance sideways at the cluster of cherry blossom trees with their bare boughs devoid of blooms and leaves.

My red checked scarf is wrapped up to my lips and I breathe into it. My hands, tucked in my pockets, are numb from the cold.

From the shadows of the trees, the Marble Cafe’s awning emerges. I want to get inside quickly and warm up.

I stop in my tracks.

Today is Monday. Come to think of it, Marble Cafe’s closed today.

Just my luck. If I’d remembered sooner, I wouldn’t have walked all the way here – only to remember right as I’m about to arrive …

I let out a loud sigh.

Just when I’m about to turn around, the door of the cafe opens.

I strain my eyes. A woman with a pixie cut steps out and walks in my direction. She’s probably a little older than me. Her hair, dyed an ash brown, is glossy.

‘Excuse me,’ I call out as she passes. The woman turns her slender eyes my way. ‘Isn’t Marble Cafe closed today?’

‘It’s closed, but it’s open. Why don’t you check it out?’

Her voice is husky and pleasing to the ear. Wow, how cool is she, I think, as she strides away.

I walk to the front of the cafe as she suggested and peer in through the window. People are scattered here and there at both the counter and the tables.

I’m about to reach for the doorknob when my eyes pause on the shop sign. White masking tape covers the ‘RBLE’ of ‘MARBLE CAFE’, and the letters ‘TCHA’ in black marker are written over it. Matcha Cafe.

Matcha Cafe? Is this a joke?

I tilt my head – the sign is a bit too hastily put together for a rebrand. The door opens, and a small-statured man sticks his head out. ‘Please come in.’

I see the large mole on his forehead and remember that I’ve seen him once before at the cafe. The nice manager called him the cafe’s ‘Maestro’. But he was sitting at the counter reading the sports pages and didn’t seem to work there, so it might’ve just been a nickname.

The man with the mole – the Maestro – says, ‘We’re a matcha cafe just for today. If you don’t dislike matcha, please come in.’

I love matcha. Matcha latte, matcha pudding, matcha ice cream. I enter the cafe, feeling like I’ve been saved.

Inside, there’s a couple sitting at a table in the back and a man dressed in a navy-blue kimono behind the counter – not the usual manager. I take a seat at the table near the counter and shrug off my coat.

At long last, I feel relief wash over me. My body, my mouth and my eyes all crave a milky green matcha latte.

‘Welcome.’

The man in the kimono places a glass of water on the table and hands me the menu. It is written in brush on traditional washi paper mounted on cardstock and reads:


Koicha (thick tea) 1,200 yen

Usucha (thin tea) 700 yen

Both come with Japanese confections.



I am stumped. Koicha and usucha – thick tea and thin tea.

This isn’t your typical matcha latte or matcha pudding kind of situation. It’s rather old-school.

‘… Um, is this all?’

‘Yes,’ says the man.

Despite being there to take my order, he’s looking off into the distance with an expressionless face. He has a slender jaw and a straight nose. He looks about five years or so older than me. He looks completely at ease in traditional Japanese attire and has the air of an affected young gentleman.

He remains turned away from me as he waits for my answer. I drop my gaze to the menu. If there’s no pudding, I don’t mind having Japanese sweets. I don’t know the difference between koicha and usucha, but the more expensive one must be tastier. I just came from my hatsumode, so why not splurge a little in the spirit of the New Year’s good luck prayer? It’s a treat for myself.

‘The koicha, please.’

When I look up from the menu, our eyes meet, and the young gentleman hastily looks away. In a low voice, he mumbles, ‘The koicha, then,’ and heads to the counter.

He didn’t have to be so obviously annoyed. His blatant irritation stings and dampens my mood. I shouldn’t have come.

I glance around the cafe. The Maestro is seated at the counter, reading the sports pages – just like I last saw him. The couple are conversing quietly. From a distance, they looked younger, but upon closer inspection, they seem to be in their late thirties. Simple bands adorn their ring fingers. A married couple, maybe. I feel envious – a stable, trusting relationship. I want to meet someone, fall in love and share a bond like that …

As I sit there, gazing dreamily at the happy couple, the Maestro turns towards me and says, ‘You dropped your scarf.’

Startled, I look down and find the scarf I draped over my lap now lying limp on the floor. As I pick it up, the Maestro continues speaking.

‘Do you come to our cafe often?’

Our cafe. He must be the owner, after all.

‘Every now and then. I know the cafe is typically closed on Mondays, but I stopped by today by accident. I wasn’t aware you hosted events like this, a pop-up matcha cafe.’

‘Yes, we sometimes have events on our days off or after hours.’

I had no idea. Marble Cafe is such a charming place, but I’ve never seen any ads for it, and it doesn’t seem to be on social media either.

‘Shouldn’t you promote these events on your website or social media? Providing more information could bring in more customers.’

The corners of the Maestro’s lips quirk up, and he lets out a hmph through his nose.

‘It’s more fun when people end up here by chance or somehow find themselves here – just like you did – don’t you think?’

‘You mean by fate?’

‘I suppose so.’ He raises a forefinger and adds, ‘Every encounter – whether with people or things – is fated to be. Fate is something like a seed, you see. Even if it’s small or plain, it can blossom into a beautiful flower or bear delicious fruit – things you could never have imagined when it was just a seed.’

The jacket that sold out before I could buy it comes to mind. ‘But aren’t there times when you do meet, but it’s just a one-off, and things end before they have a chance to grow?’ I counter.

‘That doesn’t mean it wasn’t meant to be; you were fated to meet just once. It’s like eating a sunflower seed. The experience becomes part of you, and in some way it may pave the way to something else in the future.’

Sunflower seeds. I tilt my head. I’ve never had one before.

The Maestro chuckles.

‘Well, today’s more for fun than profit. So it really doesn’t matter to me how many customers show up. Welcome to Monday’s matcha cafe!’

Is it really just for fun?

As I ponder this, the young gentleman arrives with a black lacquered tray.

‘Thank you for waiting. Here is your koicha. The wagashi sweet is kan bontan, or winter peony.’

There’s a hint of Western Japan in his intonation. I can tell he’s from the Kansai region.

The wagashi named ‘winter peony’ is a beautiful pink neri-kiri, a type of confection made out of sweetened white bean paste and glutinous rice flour. A yellow stamen peeks out from the centre of frill-like folds.

‘How lovely. Braving the bitter cold while trying to bloom with strength – how truly wonderful,’ says the Maestro before turning back to the counter and flipping through his newspaper.

The couple stand up from their table, and the young gentleman heads to the cash register. The woman notices the packs of tea displayed by the register and buys one. After they depart, leaving just the three of us at the cafe, I take a moment to admire the delicate floral confection.

And the koicha that sits beside it. As its name suggests, it’s a very dark green. When I lift the teacup with both hands, I notice that its texture is thick and paint-like. It’s the first time I’ve seen anything quite like this.

How delicious this is going to be, I think, but the moment I take a sip, I instinctively pull the cup away from my lips.

‘Buh-eh!’ A strange noise slips out before I can stop it. Though not very loud, it resonates oddly in the quiet of the cafe.

The tea is intense. It’s not just bitter or tart – it has an unfamiliar flavour with a harsh edge that I can’t even put into words. The Maestro laughs and says, ‘You’re supposed to eat the sweets first,’ and I quickly slice the wagashi in half and stuff it into my mouth. I’d planned to eat it more gracefully, but there is no helping it.

After sweetening my palate with the wagashi, I give the matcha another shot. It seems more tolerable this time, and I believe I can better appreciate the complexity of this flavour, but … it’s still challenging. I blink in disbelief. What kind of penance is this? Still, given the 1,200-yen price, I’m reluctant to abandon it.

As I glug my glass of water, a ringtone sounds from the counter. The young gentleman hurriedly grabs his mobile phone.

‘Uhh? Huh?’

He impatiently taps the screen of his phone.

Without thinking, I say, ‘You just need to swipe up.’

‘Swipe?’ He looks at me imploringly.

‘Keep your finger on the screen and slide it upward.’

The young gentleman looks relieved to have answered just in time as he starts speaking into the phone. Yeah. No, I didn’t call you.

It’s a common sight with new smartphone users – not being able to answer incoming calls and accidentally dialling someone without realizing it.

With the last piece of the wagashi still in my mouth, I desperately gulp down the last of the koicha.

I went for the more expensive one to lift my spirits, and now this. Seriously, how much worse can my luck get today?

As the young gentleman ends his call, the Maestro asks him, ‘Your father?’

‘Yes. Apparently, this thing called him on its own, so he was calling me back.’ He points at his phone with a look of contempt. ‘Two weeks ago, I switched to this from my dumbphone. It’s so frustratingly difficult to use. It constantly nags me with “updates”, and if I follow its instructions, the apps change and become harder to use. And I thought I’d bought a brand-new, top-of-the-line model …’

Unable to contain myself any longer, I say, ‘The thing about smartphones is that they’re not a fully finished product from start to end.’

The young gentleman and Maestro both turn to look at me.

‘I work with smartphones, and I feel this every day. The world of smartphones is constantly evolving – new viruses will pop up, network stability will fluctuate and society’s needs change. The smartphone needs to constantly make minor updates to keep up with the ever-shifting environment.’

The Maestro nods with a thoughtful ‘Hmm’. Encouraged, I continue.

‘Of course, it’s true that some updates can unfortunately introduce bugs. But small setbacks like that make smartphones better in the long run. I think it’s fantastic that, without changing its physical form, a smartphone can try new things or expand its capabilities. It almost feels like they’re alive. I can’t help but find them endearing!’

As soon as I finish, my hand flies to my mouth.

I’ve rambled. This always happens when I start talking about smartphones. It’s a bad habit of mine.

The young gentleman lowers his gaze and asks quietly, ‘Would you care for some ousu?’

‘Ousu?’

‘I’m referring to usucha – thin matcha. It’s the frothy matcha most people are familiar with. I think you’ll find it easy to drink. It’ll be on the house. Consider it a thank-you for teaching me how to answer my phone.’

The Maestro then turns to me and asks, ‘Want to watch the tea being made?’

‘Can I? I’d love to watch!’

As I lean forward in excitement, the young gentleman gives a slight nod. The Maestro chuckles as he folds away his newspaper.

‘You know, as they say, “Good vibes and good luck go hand in hand.”’

‘Whose quote is that?’

‘Mine,’ the Maestro replies casually as he goes to the magazine rack next to the cash register, newspaper in hand. He is an elusive man.

A few moments later, the young gentleman returns to my table with a tray and teapot and places them before me. On the tray are a teacup, a bamboo whisk and teaspoon, and a strainer.

The empty teacup is apparently pre-warmed. The ends of the whisk are slightly damp.

‘Now, I’ll begin.’

First, the young gentleman puts one and a half scoops of matcha tea powder in the strainer using the bamboo teaspoon that resembles an oversized earpick. He then uses the back of the spoon to break up any clumps. Once the matcha is smooth and fine in the teacup, he gently pours hot water over it and sets the whisk in place.

‘Move the whisk forward, backwards, and then forward again – as if you were writing an M.’

‘M? Like the letter from the English alphabet?’

‘Yes.’

The young gentleman appears perplexed by my query. I pose another question.

‘How did people explain this before the English alphabet was known? Like how did the sixteenth-century tea-master Sen no Rikyu explain it?’

The young gentleman bursts out laughing.

‘I wonder. I’ve never thought about this.’

Huh.

I didn’t know he could make such a cute expression. He should smile more often.

A warm, gooey sweetness, as if ice cream is melting deep in my chest, spreads through me. Woah. What is this feeling?

The young gentleman moves the whisk in swift zigzags, then gently strokes the surface of the tea as if to pop the large bubbles. After that, he gives it one more intense whisk.

‘Finally, draw the letter の, and remove the whisk slowly.’

After lifting the whisk straight up from the centre of the cup, the young gentleman adds somewhat cheerfully, ‘Maybe even
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