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Hot Chocolate on Thursday

Brown

The person I have a crush on is named Ms Hot Chocolate.

I don’t know her real name. That’s just what I call her.

She always sits by the window in the corner of the Marble Cafe, where I work. She started coming here about six months ago, always choosing the same seat, always ordering the same thing.

‘Hot chocolate, please.’

She looks up at me with eyes like dewdrops after rainfall, her shoulder-length chestnut hair swaying.

Marble Cafe is tucked away in the corner of a quiet residential neighbourhood. It’s a small place nestled behind large trees, just at the end of a row of cherry blossom trees that line the riverbank. Across the bridge are several stores and businesses, but it’s mostly homes on this side, and there’s little foot traffic. The cafe doesn’t advertise, nor is it featured in magazines. It has managed to keep the lights on, only frequented by those in the know.

Three tables and a counter that sits five. Raw wooden tables and chairs. A lamp that dangles from the ceiling. The cafe is never completely full, but it’s never completely empty either. So, every day, I tie my apron strings and welcome customers.

Ms Hot Chocolate always comes in on Thursday. She pushes open our door a little after three o’clock and spends about three hours here. She usually passes her time reading and writing long airmail letters in English, reading English paperbacks, or gazing out of the window. Most of our customers who visit on weekday afternoons tend to be families with children or elderly people; a young woman like Ms Hot Chocolate is a rare sight. She doesn’t appear to be a student, and she doesn’t wear a wedding band. She’s probably a little older than me, and it’s been three years since I’ve had my coming-of-age ceremony at twenty.

I barely know any English. I can’t even remember the last time I wrote a letter. So seeing her write about her daily ongoings and feelings to someone in a distant land and receive replies – it feels as if it’s all happening in a fantasy world. She writes on stationery as thin as tracing paper and uses envelopes with tricolour borders of red, white and blue. It’s mysterious enough that she writes letters by hand in this digital age, but her use of such old-fashioned items makes her seem even more otherworldly. As I pass her table, I catch a glimpse of her writing in beautiful cursive with a fountain pen. I wonder what sort of magic spell she’s inscribing.

I truly enjoy watching Ms Hot Chocolate write letters. Her lips form a gentle curve, and a flush of pink warms her pale cheeks. Her eyes are lowered, and every time she blinks, the shadows of her long, dark brown eyelashes dance across the paper.

In these moments, Ms Hot Chocolate never looks at me. That’s why I can watch her. I can tell she must genuinely care about the person she’s writing to. Warmth and slight jealousy wrestle in my heart.
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I started working here two years ago in early summer. It all began with me walking along the river, absent-mindedly wondering just how far the rows of leafy trees stretched.

I was unemployed at the time. Business had faltered at the chain restaurant where I’d worked since graduating from high school, and I’d been laid off. That day, I was walking home from the public employment office, having failed yet again to find a job. I had plenty of two things: worries and time. As I ambled along the river, I let my idleness take over until the rows of trees ended, and there, in the shade of a thicket, I discovered this cafe.

A cafe in a place like this? Before opening its door, I checked the coins in my wallet. I should have enough for a cup of coffee.

Although the cafe was cramped, it had a comforting atmosphere. I felt grateful that it offered me, a person with no place to go, a table. It might have been my first time there, but I felt relief wash over me as if I had returned to my own room. It was the antithesis of the clamorous chaos of the chain restaurant. If only I could work at a place like this …

My gaze swept across the cafe, and I gasped when I saw a staff member putting up a flyer that read PART-TIME HELP WANTED. What timing! My heart was racing as I sat at the counter.

After putting up the flyer, the man brought me a menu and water. He looked about fifty, with a slim build. He had an easy-going face, but the mole in the centre of his forehead was quite striking. I glanced down at the stylish menu, noting the prices before placing my order.

‘May I have a coffee?’

‘Hot, right?’

The man with the mole went behind the counter. I observed him closely as he began preparing coffee with a siphon brewer that emitted a bubbling sound.

‘Um … are you the manager?’

‘Yes, I am. Call me “Maestro”. It was my dream to become a coffee-brewing maestro at a cafe.’

The Maestro served me the coffee over the counter. The unglazed cup released a full, strong aroma. I took a sip and found it to be gentle and rich. That single mouthful set my resolve, and I rose from my chair.

‘I’d like to work here. Will you please interview me for the part-time position?’

He looked at me with an unreadable face for about five seconds, then said, ‘Sure. I’ll hire you full-time.’

I stood there with my mouth agape. I hadn’t even told him my name.

‘But, my résumé and ID …’

‘No need. The one thing I have is an eye for potential. Would you prefer to work part-time, though? Would a full-time position be a problem?’

‘It’s not that …’

‘Then it’s settled.’

The Maestro stepped out from behind the counter and peeled the job flyer from the wall.

And just like that, I became an employee of Marble Cafe.

Shortly afterwards, the Maestro told me, ‘I’m going away for a bit. You’ll have to manage things on your own, Wataru. I was planning on handing the cafe over to someone eventually. I’m glad you arrived sooner than I expected.’

Perturbed, I asked, ‘Wait. Didn’t you say it was your dream to become a coffee-brewing maestro?’

‘Once the dream is fulfilled, it becomes reality. It’s the dreaming that I like. So I got what I wanted.’

For the past two years, I’ve been running Marble Cafe on my own. Of course, the business is still under the Maestro’s name; I am the cafe’s hired manager. It’s practically unthinkable to be suddenly entrusted with running a cafe completely alone, but I wasn’t given a moment to question it. There’s no employee manual here like at a chain restaurant, and the only thing the Maestro taught me was how to open and lock up.

As I desperately trial-and-errored my way through, I started gaining more regular customers. Among them is an elderly lady who dotes on me like family and a father who often swings by with his child on their way home from kindergarten. Now and then, as if on a whim, the Maestro will glide into the cafe, now thoroughly imbued with my character, to swap out a wall painting or to perch at the counter pretending to be a customer while reading the sports section.

My world is confined to this cafe and my rented studio in a two-storey building. Yet, in this small world, I am entirely content. I like my old, cramped apartment with its two-burner gas stove, which is ideal for cooking. More than anything, I love this cafe. And to add to these luxuries, I’ve even fallen for an intelligent, chestnut-haired customer.

Maybe it’s improper for a staff member to have romantic feelings for a customer. But I’m content with unrequited love. As the Maestro said, it’s the dreaming that I like. One-sided love isn’t so bad. To simply love – that gives me strength and drives me to give my best.

Yes, for instance, on Thursdays, I serve her exceptionally delicious hot chocolate. That’s all there is to it.
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Mid-July ushers in the end of the rainy season, bright skies.

One Thursday, as three o’clock passes and I begin to feel restless, the door opens as always.

But Ms Hot Chocolate seems different. She’s noticeably drained, and her shoulders, from which a tote bag hangs, sag wearily. Unfortunately, her favourite seat has been taken by another customer, a sharp-looking woman in a crisp blouse and pencil skirt. There are several books on her table, and she’s intently tapping away on her tablet. Ms Hot Chocolate glances at the woman, then settles down at a free table in the centre of the cafe.

I bring water and the menu to her. Despite it being a sweltering day, she orders her usual hot chocolate, just as I knew she would. Only then does she meet my eyes for an instant before looking back down at the table.

Even after I serve her the hot chocolate, she continues to keep her gaze downcast. She doesn’t bring out her stationery or fountain pen, not even a paperback. She just stares at the end of the table.

I see a tear slide down her cheek.

I want to run to her side, but I can’t.

To Ms Hot Chocolate, I am nothing more than a button on a beverage vending machine. Judging by her appearance, she must be a well-bred woman, fluent in English, and has lived or frequently travels abroad. The recipient of her airmail correspondence is probably her long-distance lover. She inhabits a faraway world with nothing in common with mine – except for this cafe.

But at this moment, she is close enough for me to touch her, and if I could, I would like to wipe away her tears, squeeze her hand, and tell her everything will be OK.

But miracles like that do not happen. I don’t even really know what will be OK. We are cafe staff and patron. The only thing I – a server who can’t shed his apron – could possibly offer to Ms Hot Chocolate … the only thing …

There’s a rustle of paper as two books hit the floor. The customer with the tablet sitting in Ms Hot Chocolate’s usual seat sighs heavily as she gathers the fallen books. It seems every woman at the cafe today wears a troubled expression.

‘Oh my god, look at the time!’ She looks up from her watch, then shoves the books into her expensive-looking black bag and hurries to the register.

Perfect! I think immediately, with a pang of guilt. I swiftly settle her cheque and rush to the table with my tray. I gather everything – the glass that held iced coffee, a half-empty water glass, a napkin, a straw wrapper – and place them on my tray. I wipe down the table so swiftly that if there were such a thing as a ‘Clean-up Championship’, I’d probably win.

‘The table’s free,’ I say, my voice high-pitched from excitement.

Ms Hot Chocolate looks up in surprise. I hesitate for a moment, wondering if I’ve done something unnecessary. But I want to convey my feelings, so I muster up my courage. ‘It’s your usual spot,’ I say. ‘Just being in a place you like can sometimes give you strength.’

Her large eyes widen even more, and she looks back at the recently vacated table.

The next moment, as if the snow has melted away, a smile appears.

‘Thank you. You might be right.’

Ms Hot Chocolate moves to her usual table, and she looks out of the window for a while. And when she finishes her cup of hot chocolate, she uncharacteristically orders another one.

As I bring her the second cup of hot chocolate, I see she’s begun writing an airmail letter. The moment I’m about to set the cup on the table, she suddenly says, ‘Excuse me.’

Startled, my hand falters. A few drops from the shaken cup splatter on to her writing paper.

‘I’m so sorry!’

Just when everything is going so well … Blood drains from my head to my feet like an ebbing tide. In a panic, I try to wipe the splatters away with a paper napkin.

‘Wait!’

Ms Hot Chocolate places her hand on top of mine. My heart flips like a fish out of water.

‘Look, a hot-chocolate heart!’

Heart?

I look closer, and I see that the hot chocolate has indeed formed a crooked, heart-shaped brown stain.

‘How fun! I’m going to send it like this,’ says Ms Hot Chocolate, beaming like a child who’s discovered a rainbow. I didn’t know she could laugh like this. The skipping fish in my chest refuses to calm.

‘I’ll write “Warm up with some hot chocolate!”’ says Ms Hot Chocolate as she pens the words in an elegant, flowing English hand.

She is smiling contentedly in her usual seat.

The soft hands I touched for the first time. The joyful smile meant just for me. I realize that even in this small world, miracles really do happen.

Next to the hot-chocolate heart are the words ‘My dear best friend, Mary’. Although my English isn’t great, I can read that much. It’s a letter to Mary, her closest friend.

I don’t know why Ms Hot Chocolate was crying, but I now know that the recipient of her airmail letters is not a long-distance lover. I hide my grin behind my tray.
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