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‘The Full Moon Coffee Shop has no fixed location.

It might appear in the middle of a familiar shopping arcade, by the station at the end of the railway line, or on a quiet riverbank.

At the Full Moon Coffee Shop, we don’t take your order; instead we bring you desserts, meals and drinks – selected just for you.

Who knows – maybe it’s all a dream.’

With these words, the large tortoiseshell cat that had appeared in front of me narrowed his eyes and smiled.
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READERS LOVE IT

‘Officially one of my favourite books.’

‘I wish there was a six-star rating.’

‘A warm hug of a book.’

‘I know it will stay with me for a long time.’

‘The most precious, perfect little book.’

‘I’ll be reading it to my future kids.’

‘One of my favourite Japanese books ever.’

‘As charming as a book can get.’

‘I pretty much cried the whole way through.’

‘It’s written with so much compassion.’

‘A dream, a slice of magic.’

‘It feels like it was written specifically for me.’

‘Perfect for when you feel down.’

‘I read it in one sitting.’
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Prologue

It was early April and my apartment windows were wide open. A crisp spring breeze swept in – along with the beautiful sound of Elgar’s Salut d’amour (‘Love’s Greeting’) being played on the piano.

As if summoned by the music, a cat appeared on the railing of my balcony. Perhaps it belonged to one of the other residents. After all, pets were allowed in my apartment block. It was a regular tortoiseshell cat, its fur a pretty mix of brown and black. In spite of the obvious danger, it picked its way along the railing with a dainty assurance. I found myself gazing at it in total admiration. Maybe it was the clear blue sky, or the pink cherry blossom trees in the distance, but the whole scene resembled a painting.

Meanwhile, I was cooking lunch – or pretending to. In reality, I was just chopping up some spring onion to chuck on top of my instant ramen. Sure, I was going to add some chopped carrots, bean sprouts and spinach stir-fried in sesame oil, but it wasn’t exactly refined cuisine. And the result definitely didn’t look like any kind of painting.

The cat had come to a halt halfway along the railing and was narrowing its eyes in rapture, as if it too was appreciating the music coming from the piano below. Its long tail swished back and forth like a pendulum.

I lived in a tiny studio apartment, and the kitchen was only a few steps from the balcony. The cat noticed me and looked around, giving me a little meow.

Salut de chat, I thought, smiling to myself. I washed my hands and made my way over to the balcony, but by the time I slid the screen door open with a clatter, the cat had disappeared.

I glanced around, but it was nowhere to be seen. I lived on the third floor. Worrying it might have slipped, I looked over the edge of the railing, but there was no sign of it down there either. A cat would never fall like that, I reminded myself. Relieved, I leaned against the railing. Salut d’amour came to an end and now began Chopin’s Étude No. 3, sometimes known as the ‘Farewell’.

I sighed, drooping my head slightly. Farewells were not what I wanted to be thinking about. I knew that breaking up was always hard, but it felt even harder when you were a forty-year-old woman who thought she’d finally found ‘the one’. We’d been together so long that I’d begun to assume we always would be.

But I realize you can’t take anything for granted. I mean, after all, even cats sometimes lose their footing. This thought made me anxious, and I looked back down at the ground. There was still no sign of the cat. Wherever it had gone, it seemed to be doing just fine.

If anyone had taken a fall, it was me.

Where had I gone so wrong?

Hearing excited voices from below, I glanced down once more and saw a group of children strolling down the street. They looked to be in the early years of primary school, and would be on their spring holidays now. A wave of nostalgia rushed over me, and I wondered how my old pupils were doing. Maybe, I thought, I shouldn’t have quit teaching after all.

But if I was still a teacher, in my present state, some little tyrant would inevitably run up to me and ask the merciless question, ‘Miss, why aren’t you married?’ It would have been enough to make me burst into tears in front of the entire class.

Yes, I was glad I’d given that job up. Nodding emphatically as if to convince myself, I pulled the screen door closed and made my way back inside.

Before I knew it, the piano playing had come to an end.
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Delicious.

Even if I did say so myself. Instant ramen topped with vegetables and spring onion: not the most elegant meal, but one that never failed to hit the spot.

I took my empty bowl to the kitchen, gave it a quick rinse and set it on the draining board. Then I took a cloth and gave the dining table a thorough wipe. It was barely big enough for one person to eat at. In my tiny apartment, this was where I ate and worked.

I poured myself a coffee, positioned my laptop back on the table and sat down. Then, taking a sip from my mug, I began flicking through my reference materials.

I was looking at a character sheet, its pages packed with illustrations of a handsome young man.

What’s this guy’s story again …?

He was supposed to be the son of a rich and distinguished family, but his hair was a mix of red, blue and yellow, and he didn’t look very distinguished to me. But then again, we were talking about a video game here. People didn’t care too much about the details.

I wrote scripts for a living. Right now, I was working on one for a mobile dating game. Not the main script – someone else was doing that. My job was to write the script for when the player ended up with a supporting character, rather than the ‘happy ending’ where they managed to win the heart of the hero. It was a middle-of-the-road sort of ending, which meant the script had to be pretty middling, too. The idea was that the player would feel vaguely dissatisfied by the outcome, but would also keep playing the game.

It wasn’t a very long script, either. A thirty-kilobyte episode. It must be only video-game writers who have their work measured not in pages or words, but in kilobytes. I checked my instructions.

End with a scene where he kisses her on the cheek or forehead. Location should be near a body of water.

Right. No kissing on the lips. As for the body of water … the male character was supposed to be the indoor type, so a seaside or river didn’t quite feel right. A hotel pool would do the trick.

I leafed through the pages, then opened up my notepad. The writing inside was such a squiggly mess that anyone else would struggle to decipher it. It outlined my plot – if you could call it that – for the character.

When writing the side character, the goal was always to make the player feel slightly frustrated, so they’d think to themselves: I don’t like how that turned out – guess I’ll have to try dating the hero if I want my happy ending!

That meant including a lot of failed dates, and any love scenes had to be pretty subdued affairs. In its own way, it was pretty challenging work.

When I’d finished reviewing my notes, I started to write. Soon the sound of my fingers tapping away at my computer keyboard fell into step with the music I was playing.

Most of the game scripts I worked on were pretty conventional. I was good at writing stories like that, so I enjoyed the work. Of course, I’d have preferred to write the love scenes for the hero.

But that was more than I could ask for at that point – even if it was true I’d once worked on much more important things. I tried to clear my head and get back to writing.

Thirty kilobytes could be various page lengths, depending on the amount of text, but it was basically the length of a short story. When I was about a third of the way through, I sat up in my chair and straightened my back. The clock showed three in the afternoon.

I’ve only been working for two hours?

So that was how long I could focus for these days – two whole hours. The Mizuki of a decade ago would have just been getting started … Just then, my phone vibrated on the table.


Mizuki, it’s been a long time! This is Akari Nakayama. Sorry to be so last-minute, but I’m in the Kansai area on business. In fact, I’m in Kyoto right now. Do you have time to meet?



The sight of the sender’s name was enough to set my heart racing. Akari worked at the TV production company I used to write for. She was a director these days. A month ago, I’d plucked up all my courage and sent her a TV pitch. She seemed to be in Kyoto on other business, but the fact that she’d even bothered to get in touch had to mean she wanted to talk about it.

I wrote back:


Of course! Would love to meet up.



Her reply came soon after.


Wonderful. How about the lobby of that hotel where we used to have our meetings? Can you be there in an hour?



I replied:


No problem.



I immediately closed my computer and opened the door to the tiny storage room I was using as a closet. Not knowing what to wear, I ended up plumping for the safety of a suit.

I stood in front of the washbasin. There was no room for a dresser in my apartment, so my makeup kit lived by the basin. I got out my foundation and started dabbing it onto my skin.

Urgh, why does it look so weird?

I hadn’t been out much recently, except to the nearby supermarket, and I wasn’t going to put on makeup for that; I just wore a face mask instead. My skin, surprised by this abrupt reacquaintance with the world of cosmetics, seemed to have decided it was having none of it. I used to put a lot of effort into this kind of thing. In fact, the old me would have laughed if she could see me now.

Still, no use complaining. I carried on applying my makeup, painting my eyebrows and putting on lipstick, then threw on a light cardigan, grabbed my bag and headed out. Leaving the apartment block, I made my way towards the station. Technically, I lived in Kyoto. But my neighbourhood was a far cry from the beautiful, old-world image most people had of the city. In fact, it was no different from your average residential area.

I boarded my train and settled into my seat with a sigh of relief.

Another message from Akari:


The lobby was busy, so I’ve moved to the ground-floor café. I’m just getting some work done, so there’s no rush.



I could just picture her in the hotel café with her laptop open. Like a lot of people in the TV industry, she could work anywhere. I used to be like that – scribbling away in cafés and all sorts of places. Recently, though, I’d been staying at home unless I had some reason to go out. Why waste money on a cup of coffee? It was the same with food. I mainly ate instant meals, sometimes adding vegetables in a vague attempt to be healthy. That was probably the reason why my skin was looking so bad …

I looked down at my phone and checked the ratings and reviews for my last drama, which was currently airing. I felt a pang in my chest, and quickly averted my eyes from my phone.

There were some more kids on the train, perhaps on their way home from primary school. Year two or three, by the looks of it. Instead of the usual firm-sided school backpacks, they were sporting chic brown leather bags – a sign they went to a private school. They were riding the train to school all by themselves. Good for them, I thought.

‘Excuse me,’ came a low voice from my side. ‘Are you … Miss Serikawa?’

My heart skipped a beat. I stared in bewilderment at the woman sitting next to me. She looked as if she were in her mid-twenties, though she had such a calm presence that I wondered if she might be a little older.

Even a quick glance told me she was fashionable; her short but carefully manicured nails and her lightly coloured hair all made me think she might work in the beauty industry. Maybe she used to be my stylist?

‘Sorry, I hope I didn’t startle you. I was actually one of your pupils at primary school …’

Ah, I thought, the tension dissipating from my shoulders. An old pupil. That made sense.

‘You were a really great teacher, you know.’

I gave an embarrassed shrug in response.

Back then I’d been no more than a substitute. I only really came into contact with the pupils when one of the main teachers was on leave. It was great that this woman thought I had been a good teacher, but I didn’t remember us ever spending enough time together to warrant that sort of praise.

‘You used to accompany us home after school,’ she added, seeming to notice my confusion.

It was true that I’d often walked the kids home. Their main teacher was always busy preparing classes, so the job naturally fell to the substitute. Still, it wasn’t always plain sailing. You never knew what the younger kids would do next, so you had to really keep your eye on them. Sometimes just getting them to line up and walk in a straight line was a challenge. As they walked, I’d try to come up with all sorts of ways to stop them getting bored – starting a game of word association, or engaging them in conversation.

‘Brings back memories,’ I said, smiling at her with a rush of nostalgia.

We carried on talking. It turned out I’d guessed right: my old pupil was a hairdresser these days. When we got to her stop, she apologized again for startling me, bowed and hopped off the train.

I should have at least asked for her name, I thought to myself, bowing back as she walked off. As I settled back into my seat, a warm feeling spread through my body. Becoming a primary-school teacher had been something I’d always dreamed of. The job came with its challenges, but at times like this I was so glad I’d done it.

So why did I switch to scriptwriting?

At first, I’d done both jobs at the same time. Substitute teachers were allowed to take on other employment, so I’d done scriptwriting on the side.

But when I was finally given the chance to become a full-time teacher, I had to choose which road to go down. I decided to give up my career in teaching to become a full-time scriptwriter.

How many years had it been since then? Enough for my former pupils to be adults with jobs by now – and for me to have entered my forties.

These days I lived in the grip of an anxiety that seemed as if it would never end. If I’d stuck with teaching, no matter how tough it might have felt occasionally, my life would have been a lot more stable. And my fears about my future wouldn’t have kept me up at night, either.

I bit my lip and looked down squarely at my lap.
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From the station, I made my way across the Sanjo Bridge and towards the hotel where I was meeting Akari. It had been a while since I’d been into central Kyoto.

Until two years ago, I thought with a sigh, I’d actually lived here, in an airy, spacious apartment overlooking the wide Kamo River, with a separate living room and bedroom. In the mornings, I’d take walks along the river or sip tea on my wide balcony. Back then, I used to hang out in a café on Kiyamachi Street, overlooking the Takase – a smaller waterway that ran parallel to the Kamo. I loved that place. I wondered what had become of it now.

Lost in my thoughts, I headed north from Sanjo Street, then west along Oike Street. The hotel was just alongside the town hall. I’d had plenty of work meetings here in the past. Feeling my pulse quicken, I made my way into the lobby, and from there through to the café.

The place was pretty full, with plenty of foreign tourists dotted around the room. But looking over at the seats by the window, I managed to spot Akari Nakayama.

Production-company staff tended to dress pretty casually, but I’d never seen Akari in anything other than a snappy suit that reflected her dedication to the job. Today was no exception: there she was in a black trouser suit. I’d expected to find her tapping away at a laptop, but it was actually a tablet I spotted in her hands.

‘Akari! Sorry to keep you waiting,’ I said, walking over to her. She looked up and jumped to her feet.

‘Ah, Mizuki! Sorry to call on you like this all of a sudden. Thanks for making time.’

‘It’s no trouble at all, really.’

‘You live just around here, don’t you?’

I gave a vague laugh and shook my head. ‘I’ve moved, actually.’

‘Oh, now I really am sorry. I only suggested this place because I thought you were nearby!’

I reassured her that it was no big deal, and we took our seats. The coffee I ordered arrived quickly.

‘Did you just get into town?’

‘Yeah. I’m meeting someone from the local network this evening.’

‘That reminds me, how’s our old director doing?’

‘Oh, she’s a producer now.’

‘Moving up in the world! And you’re a director these days, aren’t you?’

‘Must be weird for you, I guess. You knew me back when I was a newbie!’

Ever since Akari had joined the company, she’d been a real go-getter, holding herself and everyone else to the highest standards. I always knew she was destined for great things. In fact, that was why I’d decided to send her an email the previous month – that no-nonsense attitude of hers was exactly what I needed. I don’t think I’d have felt comfortable reaching out to anyone else.

I cleared my throat slightly. With us idly chatting away like this, it was getting harder and harder to broach the subject that was at the forefront of my mind: the pitch I’d sent her.

So, what did you think of the pitch?

The words were on the tip of my tongue, but I couldn’t quite bring myself to spit them out. There was something else I needed to get off my chest first.

‘Akari,’ I said, my head drooping. ‘I’m really sorry for all the trouble I put you through.’

She shook her head.

‘Don’t worry, Mizuki, I get how rough it was for you. You were always way more perceptive than most people, and it really showed in your work. But when people started becoming critical, I guess that just made things even more painful for you.’

Akari took a sip of her coffee.

I remained silent and bowed my head again.

‘You really did write some excellent shows, Mizuki.’

She said this while squinting at me as though she was looking at something dazzling.

She was using the past tense, of course.

* * *

I’d debuted as a scriptwriter at twenty, when I was still a student, after winning the Best Drama Screenplay award in a competition organized by a major television network. After that, I’d started writing scripts regularly, though it never paid enough to make ends meet.

After graduating from university, I went ahead and became a substitute primary-school teacher. The scriptwriting work felt like a
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