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Part One

Sunday Ballerinas





It was on a Sunday afternoon, near the end of the year, when a strange woman named Chinatsu Yukimura first appeared at the Torunka Café.

Perhaps because everyone else was busy getting ready for New Year’s, the café had been deserted all day long. Around noon, one of the regulars who lived nearby stopped in, but after that there were no more customers, and the only people in the café were me, the owner (his name is Isao Tachibana, but I always call him the owner) and his daughter Shizuku. Outside the windows, the sun was shining brightly, but inside the café, tucked away in an alley a few steps from the busy street of shops and markets, the light was already fading.

We could hear the steady ticking of the pendulum clock on the wall and the sound of a Chopin piano piece playing from the speakers, the volume so low it was barely noticeable.

“Slow day, right?” Shizuku said as she sat lazily behind the counter, reading the sports page a customer had left behind. She’d already said the same thing at least thirty times since we opened that morning.

“Slooow day,” I repeated for probably the twenty-eighth or twenty-ninth time, as I pretended to mop the floor. Shizuku liked to call herself the poster girl of the Torunka Café, and she probably would’ve said so even if she saw what she looked like flipping through the sports page with her chin resting in her hand and her mouth half open.

“It’s because it’s the end of the year.” Apparently, there weren’t any articles capable of holding a high school girl’s attention because, after making a lot of noise folding the newspaper in half, Shizuku threw it down on the counter.

“It’s got to be because of the end of the year,” I said listlessly, still holding the mop and staring off into space with nothing to do. I admit I was a little curious about the pictures of naked women inside the sports section that she’d tossed aside, but it seemed a bit too soon to reach for it, so I held off.

“Hey, Shizuku, sit properly if you’re going to sit in that chair. Anybody can see your underwear.” The owner, who had been on the other side of the counter, amusing himself polishing the glasses, shot her a disgusted look. To look at him, the owner seemed stern, even a little scary, but he was soft-spoken and rarely revealed his feelings. Even on a day as slow as this, his expression didn’t change at all. He devoted his attention to polishing the glasses and cups, an act that made pleasant little squeaking sounds now and then.

“Dirty old man,” Shizuku said and stuck her tongue out at him, but the owner seemed unfazed.

“No one wants to look at your underwear,” he said rather coldly. “Clean up your act.”

A chocolate-brown cat was walking along the concrete wall outside the window, taking delicate little steps as the pale winter sun shone on its back. It was a tomcat I’d seen many times; he slept in the back alley. The front of the café was a thoroughfare for the cats in the neighborhood. The short, fat tail on this one, held straight up, was a testament to all the battles and struggles he’d survived.

I’d read somewhere in a book a long time ago that this downtown area in Tokyo had a lot of stray cats, but it was only after I started working here part time that I made the acquaintance—if that’s the right word—of a number of them. Now, I wondered how many of them would make it through the harsh winter this year.

“I wish something interesting would happen.”

“Hey,” the owner said, looking dumbfounded again. “How do you expect something interesting to happen? If you want something to be interesting, the important thing is to start by living your life fully every day. Then things will start looking interesting all by themselves.”

“Don’t be so serious. I was just wishing for something to chase away the boredom. Shūichi, you’ve been wishing for the same thing, right?”

“I have.”

“Should’ve known. My part-timers are hopeless.” The owner let out a big sigh, which Shizuku completely ignored. She turned to look at me.

“Shūichi, are you on winter break?”

“For a while now. You’re not off yet?”

“Not yet. We still have two more days. What have you been doing over break?”

“Hm? Reading, taking naps, drinking.”

“So pretty much the same thing you always do, then.”

“You could say that.”



“Being a college student sounds like a pretty easy life.”

“That’s not fair to the other college students in this world. There are a lot of good students out there who have their act together.”

“So, you’re one of the bad ones, then.”

“Oh, I’m one of the bad ones,” I said proudly.

“It sounds nice being a bad college student. That’s what I want to be. Okay, that settles it. When I graduate high school, I’m going to become a bad college student.”

“Well, I wish you luck. I’ll strive every day to set an example for you.”

“Hey, Shūichi! Don’t be a bad influence on Shizuku. You’re going to be a senior next year, aren’t you? Pretty soon, you’re going to have to . . .”

Fortunately, just as the owner was about to start his sermon, the bell on the door jingled, and the door opened. All at once, the three of us turned our heads in that direction, like a goose and her goslings.

A woman appeared in the doorway.

She was fairly young, a rare thing at a café where many of the customers were elderly. She was dressed in a heavy black coat with a bright scarlet scarf; she was small in stature and seemed very quiet. She wore her black hair elegantly cut in a longish bob. It must’ve been cold outside because her pale cheeks were slightly flushed.

Shizuku sprang up from her chair, quickly ran her fingers through her long hair, and retied her apron. Then she called out “Welcome!” as the sullen look on her face gave way to a professional smile to greet our new customer.



The young woman seemed to hesitate when she realized that with no other customers she had our undivided attention. She looked down and fiddled with her hair.

She was almost like a young deer, so out of fear of startling her, I sidled back into the kitchen like a crab retreating into its burrow.

Shizuku led her to the table farthest in the back and brought her a glass of water. After a conversation so quiet that they seemed to be sharing confidences, Shizuku finally came back with her order.

“One Colombian.”

“Coming right up.”

The owner milled the beans in the grinder, poured the grinds into the filter, and then began pouring boiling water over them as the room filled with the rich aroma of coffee. Breathing in that aroma while the melody of the piano nocturne drifted through the café, I seemed to lose my grip on reality, and I felt instead like I was walking through the old streets of a European city.

Outside the window another cat was passing by. As I watched it, the owner moved silently through the phases of extracting the flavor from the grounds, and before I knew it, the cup of black, lustrous liquid was ready, the steam rising faintly above it. It’s no exaggeration to say that the coffee the owner made was delicious. And yet, despite the fact that Shizuku was born the daughter of a coffee master, she hated coffee and never drank it.

It always seemed like such a waste. If I’d been in her position, I would have been happily drinking coffee from childhood.

“Shūichi.”

The owner placed the white porcelain cup filled to the brim with black liquid and gestured with his chin for me to take it away.

Up to this point, there was nothing too out of the ordinary here, aside from the fact the day had been strangely slow. It was a normal afternoon at the Torunka Café.

But . . .

The moment I placed the cup of coffee on the table, the young woman, who until then had kept her eyes lowered, looked up at me.

Then, for some reason, her large eyes opened even wider, and she stared intensely at me. Her eyes were radiating such intensity that I had the uneasy feeling that she could see inside me.

She stood abruptly, and I felt a chill as she took my hands in her cold, firm grip. Before I could react to this sudden turn of events, she looked at me and said in a voice overcome with emotion, “We meet at last.”

I’m positive that’s what she said.

With her holding my hands, I couldn’t do anything but stare back at her vacantly in response. For a moment, the café was plunged into silence.

“Um, uh, are you a friend of Shūichi’s?” Shizuku, who had retreated into the kitchen, had now returned at full speed, and was looking back and forth between us.

I shook my head violently from side to side. “I don’t think so.”

I looked at her again and searched my memory. Was she a girl from campus, someone from the neighborhood, a distant relative . . . I had absolutely no recollection of ever having seen the woman in front of me.

“Um . . .” I said, trying nonchalantly to shake myself free. But she still held my hands tightly with her cold, pale fingers.



“I’m sorry, could you tell me your name? I apologize if I’m drawing a blank here, but have we met before?”

“No, we haven’t,” she said, in a tone that was quiet but definitive. It hit me with such force that I felt myself unconsciously take a half step back. “But I’ve known you for a very long time.”

“Huh?”

“My name is Chinatsu Yukimura.”

“Oh, um, my name is Shūichi Okuyama.”

“Nice to meet you.”

“Ni-nice to meet you too . . . ?”

My brain was completely overwhelmed. When something so inconceivable actually happens to you, you’re so shocked you don’t know how to respond. Shizuku was staring at us with her mouth open, watching to see how things developed.

“This is our first time meeting in this life. We knew each other in a previous life.”

“Previous life?”

“We . . .” She stopped talking for a moment, then smiled, her cheeks turning red as if she suddenly felt embarrassed. Then she whispered as if she were sharing a precious secret, “In a previous life, we were lovers.” She played with her bangs, looking self-conscious again, and let out a little laugh.

The sun was setting and the café was soon lit up by the amber light of the lanterns. And for some reason, in that dim light, I was sitting down with the woman I knew as Chinatsu Yukimura. It was all because of Shizuku blurting out, “Well, there’s no point in standing around talking.” Shizuku had grabbed hold of my arm as I was trying to flee and plopped down beside me in a chair.



She was clearly enjoying this.

“I’m, um, really not a shady person . . .” Chinatsu said, in the shadiest way possible. And yet she seemed for the most part to have regained her composure since she first saw me. She spoke in the near whisper that she’d used when she first came into the café.

“So, Chinatsu, can I call you that? Chinatsu, um, so you really didn’t know Shūichi until a moment ago, right?” Shizuku asked, her friendly disposition on display again.

“Yes, I didn’t know him.”

“But you had met him in a previous life.”

“That’s right.”

Miss Yukimura glanced up at me as if studying my face. “You mean you don’t remember?”

“No. And I, um, didn’t understand a single word of what you were saying a moment ago,” I said, without hiding my discomfort. Shizuku responded by elbowing me as hard as she could under the table.

I glared at her indignantly—You could’ve broken my ribs!—but she merely gestured with her chin toward Chinatsu. Chinatsu hung her head, showing clearly that for her it might as well be the end of the world. I scratched my temple and gave a little sigh.

“So how did we come to know each other?”

“It was in Paris, in a turbulent time: the end of the eighteenth century, right in the middle of the French Revolution.”

Her expression transformed in an instant. Her eyes glittered.

“Whoa!” Shizuku made a strange animal-like yowl. It didn’t seem to bother Chinatsu though, and she continued her story.

“I’ve missed you, Sylvie . . .”

“Eh?”

“Sylvie. That was your name before.”



“I was a woman?”

“Yes.”

Chinatsu nodded, smiling from ear to ear.

“Whoa,” Shizuku yowled again.

“In this previous life, I was a man by the name of Etienne Apert. And you were a girl named Sylvie Soleil, as lovely as a little bird, but with the courage to make even a seasoned soldier pale in comparison.”

Though I could imagine Shizuku’s reaction, when I snuck a glance at the counter, I saw that even the owner was looking down, and his shoulders were trembling with laughter.

“The first time we met, Sylvie, you were still an innocent eighteen-year-old, but inside you was a spirit that burned with—”

“Okay, I think I get it. Can we please skip ahead?” Just listening to her, I could feel my face turning red.

“I was a poor chimney sweep. The first time I saw you was in the Jardin de Luxembourg. From the moment I laid eyes on you on your way home from school, I was spellbound.”

“Whoa!” my high school–age coworker cried out again.

“All I could think about day and night was how to speak to you on your way home from school. I waited in the Jardin du Luxembourg every day for you to walk by on your way home. And then one day, one fateful day, there was a sudden rain shower, and I noticed your slender shoulders were getting wet from the rain, so I rushed to your side holding an umbrella—”

“I see,” I said, flustered, brusquely cutting her off in the midst of her increasingly elaborate story.

“That’s enough about that part of the story. I can imagine the rest. Basically, the two of us—Sylvie and Etienne, was it? Those two were lovers, then. That’s what you’re saying, right?”



“Um, yes, that’s right. For us to meet again now . . . is truly a miracle.”

Before I knew it, her eyes were welling up with tears. She took out a rather girlish pink handkerchief from her bag and gently dabbed the corners of her eyes with it.

“Even if you truly remember this past life, how can you be sure enough to swear that I am that person?”

“That’s because . . . the moment our eyes met, I felt it instantly.”

“You’re saying you think it’s fate?” Shizuku said, on the edge of her seat.

“That’s . . . right.” Chinatsu Yukimura gave an embarrassed smile and took a sip of her coffee. Then she pulled her bangs forward as if to hide her blushing.

“I was just a chimney sweep with no education to speak of, and you were so intelligent, and you had such a fierce sense of purpose. You gently instructed me in the horrors of monarchism, and the potential of the philosophy of the Enlightenment, and you persuaded me that what mattered above all else was that we stood up for ourselves as a people. We yearned for the fall of the ancien régime, and we joined the masses revolting against it.”

“Ancien?”

Shizuku and I gave her a confused look, but then the owner, who had been quiet until that moment, spoke up. “The ancien régime was the social order in France at the time, an absolute monarchy with Louis XVI on the throne. You two should try studying history a bit more.”

Chinatsu looked at the owner and smiled. “You know it well,” she said. “And this coffee is quite delicious.”

“Oh no, not really,” the owner said, “but thank you very much.” He gave an embarrassed smile.



Shizuku looked fed up and mumbled, “Dirty old man.” Chinatsu didn’t seem to pay her any mind and turned back to me again.

“We might have been insignificant citizens, but our hearts burned brightly with the light of hope and freedom. Yet the path ahead of us was steep. And there were many among us who shed blood in those battles. The decomposing bodies of our comrades were piled in heaps in the city streets . . .” She closed her eyes and gently shook her head like she was grieving their deaths.

“The fighting intensified, and finally I too was detained by government troops. I soon ended up in prison. Even as I approached the end, I never stopped praying that the Revolution would succeed. And, of course, I never forgot you, not even for a moment, Sylvie. The thought of dying and leaving you all alone . . . We swore we’d be together for the dawn of the Revolution; we swore if all fell to ruin, we’d be together then too. And yet . . .”

She covered her face in her hands and burst into tears at last.

“Sylvie,” she went on, “I’m sorry. I only wanted to beg your forgiveness.”

I thought to myself then that in the twenty-one years I had been on this earth, I had never come across a situation this absurd. Right in front of me was a weeping woman whom I had absolutely no memory of ever having met. I was so utterly baffled by everything that I almost gave in to the impulse to stand up and shout, “Oh I remember!” A woman’s tears can be that terrifying.

I held strong and suppressed the urge. If I let that happen, then I’d really be out of my depth. Even when she asked again, “You really don’t remember any of it?” I just silently shook my head.

“Hey, Sylvie,” Shizuku said, “aren’t you being awfully cold!? Isn’t there some way for you to remember Etienne?”



Shizuku, who seemed even more moved by Chinatsu’s tears, urged me to respond.

Nonetheless, the two of us remained as far apart as ever. Around the time the world outside our windows turned dark blue, two sets of customers came in, one after the other, and she and I got up from our seats.

“I, um, apologize for barging in like this,” Chinatsu said in the end as she tried to flee.

“Chinatsu, please come back anytime. You’ll see, Shūichi might remember.” The poster girl of the Torunka Café couldn’t stop herself from taking things a step too far.

“You . . . you wouldn’t mind?”

“Of course not!”

Chinatsu, who had up until a moment ago been shedding tears, was now suddenly beaming like a child on her birthday.

“Thank you so much. That makes me happy.”

Good grief. I sighed. But I didn’t have it in me to overturn the decision of the poster girl of the Torunka Café. Shizuku saw Chinatsu Yukimura off at the door, then she turned to the owner, with a triumphant look on her face, and sneered, “Something interesting did happen after all.”

The café was closed for the holidays, so I spent the following days in my cheap, painfully small apartment with no real plans.

My friends from college had all gone home to their families or left on trips. But because of my particular situation, I wasn’t heading home to the countryside. I hadn’t gone back once since I arrived in Tokyo for college, and my parents hadn’t made any great effort to contact me either. I didn’t particularly mind. I wasn’t looking for that kind of trouble.

On TV, there were only rowdy New Year’s shows that I found painfully boring, but I went on watching anyway. If I showed any initiative at all that day, it was just to get up and make myself a cup of coffee. Starting my part-time job at the café had inspired me to create my own setup at home with an electric grinder and a drip bag to make coffee for myself. At first I didn’t really taste the difference, to be honest, but as the owner taught me the basics, I gradually came to see what separated a properly made cup of coffee from everything else.

According to the owner, the type of beans you choose and the quality of your equipment both determine the quality of the coffee, but the secret to making good coffee comes down to “taking the time to do it right.”

Simply paying careful attention to the timing of when I removed the filter from the carafe made a marked improvement in the flavor of the coffee. As soon as I became aware of the differences in flavor, I was amazed to compare the owner’s coffee with what I made at home. Even with the same type of coffee beans, the aftertaste was totally different.

Once I realized that, the coffee I made improved considerably. It’s not like I’m planning on opening my own café in the future, but there’s nothing better than a delicious cup of coffee. I don’t have any other hobbies or special skills to speak of. There’s no harm in being a little bit proud of the coffee I make. It’s still far from being up to the level of the owner’s, but I think I’m now able to make a decent cup at home.

But this New Year’s, no matter what I tried, the coffee I made at home alone seemed tasteless.

Last New Year’s, I’d spent the whole day with Megumi. On New Year’s Eve we didn’t bother going out in the cold, we stayed under the heated kotatsu and greeted the New Year on TV. After midnight, I prepared coffee, and we made a toast to celebrate the new year with the Hagi ware coffee cups we’d splurged on.

I can’t say the coffee I made then was delicious, yet as we drank it together, Megumi smiled and said, “It’s nice to spend New Year’s this way.” I can still vividly remember her smile and the sound of her voice then.

Megumi and I broke up about three months ago. Or rather, I got dumped. And for a long time after that, I was a shell of myself. Even the people around me could see I was in a terrible state. As a result, I caused a lot of trouble for the owner and his daughter at the Torunka Café, especially Shizuku, who still worries about me to this day.

Yet I still think about Megumi all the time. Perhaps it wouldn’t have mattered who it was, because the first person you go out with will always have a special hold on your heart. Or perhaps I can’t forget her simply because I loved her like crazy. Or maybe it’s just that I’m the kind of guy who clings to the past. I think three months is a tricky length of time—it’s too early to forget someone, but long enough that it’s pathetic to go on obsessing over someone you’ve lost.

Which reminds me: the day Megumi and I started going out was the first day I came to the Torunka Café.

It was two years ago, near the end of the summer after my first year in college.

We decided to stop somewhere on our way home from campus like we always did. We got along well somehow and were often together, at school and off campus, just the two of us, but our relationship wasn’t clearly defined. What I mean is we were something more than friends then but not quite girlfriend and boyfriend, and we stayed in that in-between state for a long time.



That day, Megumi wanted to go downtown, so we went to the Yanaka Ginza market street not far from my apartment. It was right at dusk, and the street was busy, full of people looking for something for dinner. There was something peculiar about that street, which had held on to so much of the Shōwa period atmosphere. As we walked down the vibrant, narrow street, the place felt both very nostalgic and very much alive.

We bought fried croquettes from a shop and stuffed our faces as we walked. We were about halfway down the market street when a brown tabby suddenly darted past us and just as quickly vanished into a narrow alley.

We followed the cat into the alley as if he were guiding us. The alley was just barely wide enough for a grown adult to walk down. Several children’s bicycles had been left in the way, perhaps because there wasn’t space for them in the houses that lined both sides. There was a concerning number of electric lines hanging from the telephone poles in a tangle overhead.

Megumi led the way. At the dead end, there was a rather old-looking building whose walls were covered in ivy. With its bungalow-style, A-frame roof on top and uniformly dark brown exterior, it looked more like a café than a home.

“Wait, there’s a café all the way back here.” Megumi forged ahead without waiting for my response, and snuck a peek at the interior through the glass door. “The inside looks nice too. Want to go in and check it out?”

We opened the door with the sign TORUNKA CAFÉ, and went inside.

As one might have expected from the outside, the interior of the café wasn’t especially large. Aside from the seats at the counter, there were only five tables. Yet it was surprisingly crowded for a place that was so hard to find. All the tables were occupied except for one in the middle of the room.

Megumi quickly fell in love with the place and the way it felt so hidden away. After we were shown to our table, she started busily checking out everything inside, her gaze stopping first at the distinctive wooden mask on the wall—“I wonder if they bought that in Africa . . . That sleepy face kind of looks like you, Shūichi.” She laughed. Her eyes were wide with excitement when she saw the classic pink pay phone in front of the bathroom, and she said, “That’s incredible. They still have one of those!”

I was pretending to look around the café too, but I was secretly stealing glances at her as she sat there in front of me bubbling with childlike excitement. She smiles a lot, I thought. And the way she smiles is so natural, so unaffected.

That’s when it hit me. I really am in love with this girl.

At that point in my life, I don’t think I’d ever been in love before. Back at home, my parents ran a cocktail lounge together, but from my childhood on, their relationship was terrible. They only played at being a couple to keep up appearances and maintain the legal status of the lounge, but they each had younger lovers, and basically did whatever they wanted. Perhaps because I grew up watching my parents live like that, I had trouble understanding why people fell in love at all. I was always worried that I’d never be able to love someone.

But then I moved to Tokyo and met Megumi in college. She showed me that bright and carefree smile, and I said to myself maybe this is what it feels like to love someone. It meant so much to me—I was so happy I could have cried.

Even as we walked through the streets on the way home that night, the feelings that had welled up in me in the café showed no signs of fading. So I told Megumi how I truly felt about her—or rather, it might be more accurate to say the words came rushing out of me.

“I’m so happy. You finally said it.” Then Megumi’s face crumpled, and she looked as if she might laugh and cry at the same time. She laughed then, there in the street that night, overcome with emotion. “I’ve been waiting for this for a long time.”

Not long after that, I happened to spot the notice saying they were looking for someone for a part-time position at the Torunka Café, and since I was looking for a job, I applied for it on the spot. I didn’t even have a résumé with me, but the owner was kind enough to hire me.

Megumi often came as a customer, and would wait for me there to finish my shift. Shizuku and the owner used to tease us, saying, “Isn’t it nice to be so happy together?” I was embarrassed, but Megumi would always laugh and say, “Yes, we are happy together.”

But she’ll probably never come back to the café. She’ll never appear in the doorway out of breath and then sit drinking her coffee as she waits for me.

The old cliché might really be true: It’s only after you lose something that you realize how precious it was. I learned it after I lost Megumi. I wish I could’ve spent my whole life without learning that lesson.

By the time I realized it, it was already the new year.

On the first Sunday at the end of break, Chinatsu Yukimura reappeared at the café.

Shizuku was away that day, so it was just the owner and me. That might have been a happy coincidence.



Because ever since that day at the end of the year, Shizuku had been trying relentlessly to get me to go out with Ms. Yukimura. “Come on, Shūichi,” she’d say, “it’s got to be fate.”

That worried me, and I asked her if she actually believed it.

“It’s strange, but it’s nice to have dreams. I mean, being lovers during the French Revolution. And she’s really cute. How old do you think she is? A little bit older than I am, right? You can pull it off. After all, you’ve got me in your corner!”

She was always egging me on like that. For some reason she was really taken with Chinatsu. Every time I saw her, she was always saying Chinatsu this and Chinatsu that. Maybe it was because Shizuku was a high school girl that she was into this kind of thing. It seems quite possible she just found the whole situation amusing.

The moment I realized Chinatsu Yukimura had come into the café, I immediately stiffened. Unlike last time, the café was pretty crowded, so there was no way I could handle it if things went the way they did last time. However, this time Chinatsu came up to me quite formally and bowed deeply.

“I apologize that I was so rude the other day.”

“Uh, um, okay,” I said, perplexed.

“I brought these for all of you to enjoy. I hope you don’t mind.”

She held out a box of desserts for me to take. Based on the wrapping paper, they seemed to be from the old traditional dessert shop on Yomise Street.

“Oh, thank you.”

“Do you not like sweets?” she asked, afraid I might reject them.

“No, that’s not it . . .”

“Oh, that’s good, then.”

A smile came to her face then, and she seemed relieved. Then she pulled her bangs forward as if she was trying to hide her eyes. It was apparently a habit of hers.

“Do you live around here?” the owner asked. He had been watching us from behind the counter with a huge smile on his face.

“Yes, just across from the station.”

“Nicely done finding the place. Because of our location, people who don’t live in the neighborhood tend not to notice us.”

“There was this cat . . .”

She started to fidget and hesitate so much I was getting impatient.

“Hm?”

“The cat ran by and then I tried to chase after it . . .”

“Oh I see,” the owner said, straining to smile.

“I’m sorry . . .”

“There’s really no need to apologize.”

As the owner got flustered, I was secretly struck by the fact that this was exactly what had happened to me. But of course I didn’t let anyone see my reaction.

The always talkative Old Mr. Takita chose to butt in at that moment and started saying strange things. “What? A cat? You followed a cat here? That’s just like in . . . what do you call it? Alice in the Valley of Wind.”

The owner and I corrected him simultaneously: “Alice in Wonderland.” Besides, Alice wasn’t chasing a cat; she was chasing a rabbit.

Anyway, after these brief hellos were over, Chinatsu sat down at the counter and quietly drank her coffee. She sat so still that from a distance you might have thought she was a figurine. And then, just like that, she got up and left with a quick bow.



Just as I was feeling a little bit disappointed that she’d simply gone home, the owner tapped me on the shoulder and said with a knowing smile, “She might be a little quiet, but she’s cute, and she seems like a really nice girl, doesn’t she? Besides, isn’t it getting to be time to think about meeting someone new?”

I stared at him, wide-eyed with surprise. The owner, it seemed, had been worrying about me in his own way. Although it was also possible that, like his daughter, he simply found the whole thing amusing.

“But she is definitely a little . . .”

“I certainly don’t believe in that past life stuff at all, but she’s definitely not a bad person.”

“How do you know that?”

“How many people do you think I’ve met working in this business? I can tell about a person once I’ve talked to them twice.”

“That’s super hard to believe,” I said.

But the owner just gave a defiant little laugh.

From that day on, Chinatsu Yukimura came to the Torunka Café once a week without fail.

It was invariably on a Sunday, usually in the afternoon, a time when the café wasn’t too busy. But when she came, she didn’t seem to come with any particular purpose in mind.

She would always order her coffee and then stare off into space or read a book like A Little Princess or The Secret Garden or Anne of Green Gables, the kind of books that much younger girls tend to like. Sometimes our eyes would meet, and she’d smile shyly (when that happened, I’d have trouble keeping my composure). Then, after an hour or two, or, at the latest, when the sun went down, she would leave just as quietly as she’d come.

But don’t be fooled. If the subject of our previous lives came up, she would change completely. Of course, I personally didn’t want to hear another word about it. But the same can’t be said for Shizuku, the Torunka Café’s resident troublemaker. Although she had miraculously not been there when Chinatsu came the second time, now whenever Chinatsu appeared, Shizuku was always there waiting for a chance to sit down beside her and gleefully start up a conversation.

“It was the night right after we’d succeeded in storming the Bastille. All of us in the revolutionary army lit a fire in the square and drank wine together, reaffirming the comradery that bound us together.”

“Oh, wow.”

“Sylvie and I joined hands and stared into the bright red flames of the fire. We vowed then that once the battle was over we would get married. When I think of how beautiful Sylvie looked then, her face in profile lit by the roiling fire . . .”

I almost said, “I’m getting embarrassed just listening to this.”

Every time I heard her talking in that dreamy way, I felt like I was about to get heartburn. She was like an adolescent girl, daydreaming about some fantasy—if only it could be this way . . . if only I met someone like that . . . As it escalated, I got the impression that she could no longer tell the difference between reality and these delusions.

Maybe it was time for her to leave all that behind.

“Um, hey.”



Once they’d gotten used to going back and forth like that, I waited for the right moment to speak up
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