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Yuzuru woke up slowly. He drifted between sleep and wakefulness for a bit before fully opening his eyes. Today was Monday, the beginning of a new week. School began two weeks ago. On the one hand, he was happy to have a place to escape his home life. On the other, lately, he disliked socializing, making being at school difficult.

Since Mom and Dad got divorced, Yuzuru wanted to find ways not to think about it. Sometimes he liked to pretend it wasn’t real. Only it was. His parents had finalized their divorce in the summer. 

Yuzuru had hoped that they would change their minds and stay together. Surely, when you’ve been married for this long and have a child, you’d try everything to salvage your marriage. And yet, the divorce papers had been signed after all. In a way, the divorce was a long time coming. But it still hurt, and Yuzuru needed time to accept that it was truly over.

Mom had moved out a month ago; Yuzuru and Dad now lived together. Now that Mom was gone, Yuzuru was hounded by frequent loneliness. The things that used to interest him before were boring. He was constantly alienated and didn’t want to spend time with friends. Kenzo, a friend he had made last year at a football camp, was the only person Yuzuru still met up with.

When school was over, he went straight home. Then he diligently did his homework. After that, he often just walked around Taito City. Unlike many areas of Tokyo, Taito was peaceful. It was without crowds of people, loud traffic or pollution. Yuzuru would go to the nearby park, Ueno Park, or to another smaller park called Iriya South Park. 

At home, it was just the two of them. But his dad mostly ignored him. He appeared to be too preoccupied with his own sorrow about the dissolution of his marriage. So Yuzuru preferred going on walks while the weather was still good. 

Yuzuru then got up and started getting ready for school.

When the school day ended, the teacher asked Yuzuru to stay longer. Yuzuru stood beside the teacher’s desk while the classroom emptied. 

“Yuzuru,” the teacher said. “You haven’t signed up for any extracurricular activities this year.”

“That’s true.” Last year, Yuzuru was a member of the football and swimming teams at school. This year, he hadn’t joined any extracurricular activities. He had no desire to play sports or engage in any activities outside of the regular program. 

“Why’s that?”

“I don’t feel like doing anything this year,” Yuzuru said.

“Well, I believe doing at least one activity will benefit you.”

Yuzuru sighed. “Should I choose which activity I want to participate in?”

“No, actually, I’ve already chosen for you. You’ll be joining the drama club.”

Drama club? Why drama club? Up to now, Yuzuru had only participated in sports activities. “Why?” Yuzuru asked.

“Several reasons. One is that the club needs more male members. Izumi told me that he’d like for me to find someone.” Mr. Izumi was the drama club teacher. “And another reason is that I think it’ll be valuable for you. I couldn’t help noticing that you’ve been quiet and withdrawn recently. I'm aware of your parents’ divorce. I’ve been thinking that theater will help you to become more social.”

Yuzuru didn’t say anything. He was still the same person. He just didn’t want to be with people all the time. 

“Drama club meetings are on Tuesdays and Fridays,” the teacher said. “The first one’s tomorrow.”

*
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Haru walked into the school auditorium. Mr. Izumi sat on a chair placed on the stage. The rest of the club participants sat in the main seats.

It was the first drama club meeting this school year. She had been a drama club member for the past three years. Each year, they staged two plays. The first was staged in autumn and shown around January. The second was staged in winter and shown in spring.

If only she’d get to be the lead this time! Or one of the main characters. All Haru had done so far was play background characters. Playing supporting parts with only a few lines wasn’t all that rewarding.

Haru sat down and said hi to everyone. All the kids who participated before were here. Fumiko was sitting in the front row. Fumiko had been a club participant for as long as it had existed. She was usually the one selected to be the lead. But Fumiko was also talented. Of all the kids who had taken part in the club, she had the most potential to become a real actress one day. However, she was also annoying. A kind of person who craved attention all the time.

Other kids were Kaito, Yuki, Chiyo and Hana. Kaito was one of the rare boys who had been coming to the drama club regularly. Almost all other male participants left quickly; it was a club popular with girls. Yuki and Hana were two girls who had returned from last year. Chiyo was another rare boy who liked drama. 

Present were also a few new faces. Two girls were sitting with Fumiko. They were her friends, Mayumi and Yua. They were frequently with Fumiko. Another newcomer was sitting further away from everyone else. It was Yuzuru.

Yuzuru and Haru had been friends many years ago, back when they were kids growing up together here in Taito City. On the same street, in fact. She, Yuzuru and another boy named Asahi used to play together all the time and then joined the same preschool and later school. But then Haru and Asahi grew closer while Yuzuru and Asahi had a falling out. When Yuzuru and Asahi’s friendship ended, Haru and Asahi acknowledged that they had feelings for each other.

Soon Haru and Asahi became a couple, and Haru stopped talking to Yuzuru. Asahi and Haru stayed together until they broke up this summer. It happened because Haru found out that he was cheating on her. 

The girl with whom he cheated was also a student at the school. Her name was Risa, and she became Asahi’s new girlfriend. Risa, in a way, was the opposite of Haru. She wore heavy makeup and black clothes and platform boots. Haru liked bright colors and quirky accessories. Seeing them together was painful, of course. Especially because Haru still had feelings for Asahi. 

And now Yuzuru was in the club. How come? He never had any interest in theater. Or any arts. He had always liked sports. And how would they be with each other? Surely, it’d be awkward. They hadn’t spoken in years. It was funny that back then she had male friends. Now she was almost exclusively friends with girls. Her two best friends were Tsumagi and Chinatsu, two other girls from school.

Mr. Izumi looked at everyone. It didn’t seem like more people would be coming.

“Hello,” Mr. Izumi said. “It looks like we have nine people who decided to participate in drama club this semester. Not a lot, but a sufficient number for the play I’ve chosen.”

He then asked everyone to introduce themselves. The participants did that. Certainly, everyone already knew everyone else, except Mayumi, Yua and Yuzuru.

Mr. Izumi continued talking about their new performance: “The play that I’ve chosen is called The Tea Ceremonies.”

Judging by the silence in the auditorium, no one had heard of it. Neither had Haru. 

“It’s a traditional kabuki play,” Mr. Izumi continued. 

“Kabuki?” Chiyo repeated the word. “Does that mean we have to wear the white makeup and special clothes?” 

“Yes, that’s a feature of it. There’s no Kabuki without the makeup. And we’ll have the traditional kabuki stage set up. Or a version of it since we can’t do the authentic setup in a school auditorium.”

“But isn’t kabuki for men only?” asked Kaito.

“Women were forbidden to participate in kabuki sometime in the past, but one of the reasons why I wanted to do a kabuki play was to disregard that rule. In our production, we’ll have boys playing male roles and girls playing female parts.”

“What is the play about?” Haru asked.

“It’s a story about a couple who are running a tea house. It’s set in the Meiji era.”

From what she knew, the Meiji era, when Emperor Meiji was in power, was characterized by relative peace and prosperity in the country.

Mr. Izumi then gave everyone a copy of the play. 

“You must read it by Friday. Then we’ll start doing the readings together and choosing who’ll get to play which part.”

Before leaving, Haru and Yuzuru didn’t talk, but they did exchange awkward looks.

Haru read the play on Wednesday and Thursday and loved it. It was a love story, but also a story of success built against difficulties. It was about starting from nothing and creating a prosperous business. 

The play had two main characters: Takeshi and Mio. They came from different backgrounds and had little in common except for their love of tea. But they eventually fell in love, got married, and started their own tea house. If only Haru would get to play Mio. But it was easy to tell that Fumiko would want the part.

On Friday during their lunch break, Haru sat with Tsumagi and Chinatsu. She told them about the drama club. The play that they would be staging and the fact that Yuzuru was now a part of it. “I finished reading the play yesterday, and I loved it. I’m going to try to audition for Mio, the female lead.”

“I hope you get it,” Tsumagi said.

“Me too,” Chinatsu added. “You’ve been there for three years, and all they give you are supporting roles. Why does Fumiko always have to play the main role?”

“By the way,” Tsumagi said between mouthfuls of food, “how is it being in the club with Yuzuru? You used to be friends, right?”

“To be honest, I haven’t spoken to him yet. I just saw him there. And then he introduced himself since he was new. I never knew him to be interested in acting. He used to like sports. But then again, we haven’t spoken in years. Maybe he developed new interests.”

At that moment, Asahi and Risa entered the canteen. They sat at a table not far away from Haru and the girls. As per usual, Haru’s insides clenched when seeing them. She turned away, looking in the other direction. 

“You should just ignore them,” Tsumagi said. “Try to get over what happened. Nobody even likes them anymore. Everyone who knows them knows what they did to you.”

“It’s not so easy,” Haru said. “Getting over it.”

When the lessons were over, Haru hurried to the auditorium. Soon everyone had gathered.

“I trust you have read the play,” Mr. Izumi said. “Now I want you to read the parts out loud.”

Reading the play out loud was sort of like auditioning but not exactly. Mr. Izumi’s process was for everyone to read different parts to see who did best. Fumiko, Haru, Yuki and Hana all read the part of Mio. When they were done, Mr. Izumi immediately praised Haru’s reading. “Haru, you did really well,” he said. “I like that you brought vulnerability to Mio.”

Haru smiled; she was happy that Mr. Izumi had complimented her. Maybe he’d finally choose her as the lead. Fumiko however looked at Haru with her eyes narrowed.

“Now it’s time for our male participants to read the part of Takeshi,” Yuzuru said. 

Chiyo, Kaito and Yuzuru read the part. Chiyo and Kaito did well while Yuzuru stumbled through a lot of his lines. It was obvious that he’d never acted before, and that he was nervous. 
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