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            CAFÉ CLAIR DE LUNE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A Picture-Perfect Spring Day in Tokyo, 1975

      

      

      Pale pink blossoms float in the breeze. Office workers and university students stroll along the Sumida River, using their instant cameras to capture the cherry trees in full bloom. The air feels alive with promise.

      Kenji Yamamoto, 21, wearing his one good suit, stands near the railing, watching the blossoms swirl and dance, a sketchbook in his hand. As the sunlight glints off his wire-rim eyeglasses, his pencil glides across the page, vividly bringing the blossoms to life. But if you were to ask his opinion of his sketches, he’d mutter, “Oh, they’re nothing special.”

      Watching him from a distance is someone who thinks Kenji—and his sketches—are very special indeed. Mariko Matsuyama, 18, wears a pastel pink sweater and dress, a handkerchief embroidered with delicate flowers poking out of her sweater pocket. She holds her English literature books tightly, as if she might drop them. She has walked past Kenji several times in the last few days, sneaking peeks at his sketches.
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      I wonder, she thinks, could an artist like him ever notice a bookworm like me?

      But actually, Kenji does notice her. And more than anything, he really wants to talk to her. The problem is, he doesn’t know the first thing to say. So, he decides to say nothing.

      They silently watch the blossoms fall into the river, stealing glances at each other. What would it be like, they wonder, to share a kiss? Suddenly Mariko walks away. Kenji, as if pushed by an inner force, follows her, quickening his steps before she disappears forever. With every ounce of courage he has, he mumbles, “H-hello!” Mariko turns, her eyes bright.

      “I am…” Kenji’s throat tightens. “I…” He can’t get the words out!

      “Nice to meet you. I’m Matsuyama.” Mariko smiles and bows slightly.

      Kenji swallows hard. “And I… I’m Yamamoto.”

      They stare at each other a moment longer. Kenji takes a deep breath. “Kenji.”

      Mariko smiles again. “Mariko.”

      “I study fine arts at Tokyo University of the Arts,” he barely manages to squeak out. Then, as if remembering, “And, oh, I won a scholarship to study in Paris!”

      “How exciting!” Mariko responds. “I’m an English literature major at Ochanomizu University. I also write poetry. I have a younger sister. She sings. My father works for the government, and my mother is a classical pianist. I play piano, too. Sometimes. Tell me about your family.”

      “Well,” Kenji says, “my parents died when I was young. Grandmother raised me. She gave me my first sketchbook. She said I could create my own world whenever I felt sad or lonely.”

      “And… do you feel sad? Or lonely?”

      He smiles at her. “Not at the moment.” She blushes.

      They walk side by side, as if they are the only two people on earth.

      “Wouldn’t it be wonderful,” Mariko says, “if there was classical music playing right now? Like a soundtrack from a movie.”

      Kenji laughs. “I was thinking the same thing! In fact…” The words disappear from his mouth as Mariko brushes a stray blossom from his hair.

      “In fact,” he blushes, “Would you like to join me at Café Clair de Lune? We can have coffee and enjoy the music of Debussy.”

      She loops her arm through his. “Let’s go!”

      
        
        Café Clair de Lune: A Magical Haven

      

      

      At the end of the Azuma Shopping Arcade, near an antique book store and a flower shop, the Café Clair de Lune stands proudly, its sign painted the colors of a soft white moon in a midnight sky.

      Inside the café, a wooden tea shelf lines the wall, displaying Arita porcelain cups and saucers painted with vivid floral motifs. Above them is a framed message: “Your story begins with these.”

      Kenji and Mariko sit at a small corner table near the window. Decorating the sill is a crystal vase of pale-pink and white sweet peas, leaning toward the sunlight that pours through the glass. Their faint, sweet scent drifts through the air. In the background, a record player spins Debussy’s La fille aux cheveux de lin, its sensual melody surrounding them.

      Mariko sighs, closing her eyes for a sweet moment. “I used to play that song on the piano when I was a child. La fille aux cheveux de lin. Isn’t it beautiful?”

      Kenji nods. But he isn’t listening to the music; he’s listening to her voice.
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      Behind the counter stands Shozo Kyoda. His pale blue shirt, forest green knit vest, and gold pocket watch give him a grandfatherly elegance. With quiet focus, he perfectly fills two cups with drip coffee. He sets them on a lacquered tray, next to matching china plates with slices of cheesecake decorated with blueberry sauce.  His left hand, bare of any wedding ring, gracefully adjusts the tray. He carries everything to Kenji and Mariko’s table and sets it down.

      Mariko’s eyes widen in happiness at the presentation. “Oh, it’s so beautiful!”

      Kyoda turns to Kenji and smiles. “And who is this charming young lady?”

      Mariko blushes. Kenji beams. “This is Mariko. We met while we were enjoying the cherry blossoms along the Sumida River. She studies English literature and plays the piano. Mariko, this is Mr. Kyoda. He’s been like a father to me since I was a boy. I don’t know what I would have done without him.”

      Kyoda fights back a tear and glances off for a moment. Then he takes another look at them. It’s clear to him that they’re already in love. “You two make a lovely couple,” he says, then returns to the counter.

      Mariko and Kenji share a sweet smile. She picks up her cup. Admires it. Sips the coffee. Savors it for a moment. “It’s perfect. This day is perfect. That’s how I want my life to be. I’ll write poetry, travel the world—and every day will be perfect.”

      Kenji chimes in, “And I’ll study art in Paris; my professor told me I’m ready. So, I’ll live in Paris, visit every art museum, and sketch along the Seine River.”

      Mariko leans in. “I’ll join you. You could sketch me, standing by the river.”

      Kenji hesitates, then pulls his sketchbook from his briefcase. Tears out one of the pages and hands it to her. She looks at it and gasps with joy.  It’s her—standing by the river, gazing at the cherry blossoms as they drift on the breeze.

      Kenji grabs his pencil and starts a new sketch. “Wait. The light is perfect. Look out the window as if you can see your future. I want to capture that.”

      Mariko puts the sketch in her purse, dabs her face with her handkerchief, then sets the handkerchief down. She turns so that her profile is lit by the afternoon sun.

      From behind the counter, Kyoda watches them, smiling dreamily.

      Trrrring!

      Kyoda glances at the soft pink pay phone near the cash register.

      Trrrring! Trrrring!

      He picks it up. In a professional voice he says, “Café Clair de Lune.”

      “It’s me,” says a masculine voice on the other end.

      

      
        
        Somewhere in Osaka, at the same time…

      

      

      In the backstreets of Sennichimae, a shopping arcade is bursting with life. Amidst bars, restaurants, and kitchenware stores, the “Okada izakaya” stands out, illuminated with a glowing paper lantern.

      Inside, Ryoji Okada, just shy of 40, strong and handsome, cleans the counter as he talks on the phone with Kyoda. A record plays Bill Evans’s Waltz for Debby quietly in the background.

      “When can we meet again?” he asks softly. “It’s been too long.”

      Kyoda starts to say something, but the words won’t come out. He watches Kenji as he sketches Mariko, then gently hangs up the phone. He polishes a cup that doesn’t need polishing and turns his attention back to Kenji and Mariko. They are already lost in their own worlds.

      As Kenji sketches and Mariko poses, each of them imagine their future together…
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      A walk along the Seine, the Eiffel Tower rising in the background. A simple wedding, with rose petals fluttering around them. Then, an elegant apartment with a view of Paris. Mariko will play Debussy at the piano while Kenji watches her, holding their baby.

      

      “Oh!” Mariko jumps up. “I must go! I just remembered that my father is being honored at a dinner tonight. I’m so sorry.”

      Kenji stands, worried. “Will I see you again?”

      Mariko pauses at the café door. “Tomorrow. Here. Same time.”

      A small bronze bell chimes as she steps outside. She immediately peeks back in.

      “I promise!”

      Then she’s gone, as if she was never there.

      Kenji sits for a moment, stunned.

      Wait!

      He notices Mariko’s handkerchief still on the table. He grabs it and rushes outside.
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      A light rain is falling. Kenji scans the street.

      No one.

      Kyoda steps outside and rests a hand on Kenji’s shoulder. “Don’t worry. She’ll be here tomorrow. She promised.”

      Kenji clutches her handkerchief.

      Will she?
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