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			1

			The performers on stage swapped out. The next act was about to start – a musical number, apparently. A few seconds later, the master of ceremonies introduced a congratulatory song by some of the groom’s old university friends. They were tuning their guitars and bass, getting ready to play, when one of them grabbed the groom, Nobumitsu Obata, hoping to make him sing.

			At first, Nobumitsu put on a show of reluctance, but with a little nudging from the people around him, he allowed himself to be guided to the centre of the stage. His hesitancy, however, was just for show. His face lit up, radiating confidence, and there was no mistaking that he knew his way around a song. As soon as he grabbed the microphone, he went straight into a quick vocal warm-up, rearing to go.

			“And now, Ayaka and Kobukuro’s ‘Winding Road’, performed by the groom for the bride!” one of the band members announced with a wide grin.

			“What? I can’t sing that on my own!” the groom protested.

			It seemed no-­one had run this by him beforehand.

			But, as if waiting for this exact moment, his university buddies closed in on the bride, Aki Kitamura, gently nudging her up onto the stage. The song was a duet, so they must have planned all along to have the bride and groom sing it together.

			

			Aki, however, gave her head a firm shake – and that was no act. Even as her friends tried to coax her forward, she froze, her face stiff, refusing to budge. The delay fed into the crowd’s restlessness, the hum of chatter growing louder.

			Finally, Nobumitsu stepped down from the stage, walked over to her, and gently put an arm around her shoulders. A second later, the emcee hurried over and whispered something in her ear.

			Whatever they said, it left her breathing a resigned sigh. Reluctantly, she climbed up onto the stage.

			Oh? Are they really going to make her sing? This should be interesting.

			Riko Nishioka, until that moment deep in conversation with a salesman going on and on about ebooks, stopped mid-­sentence and turned her attention to the stage. The wedding party was being held in a rented-­out Italian restaurant, and it was packed to the brim with guests – at least a hundred of them. The groom was a manga editor at the publishing house Hitotsuboshi Press, and the bride was a well-­known bookseller at Pegasus Books, a major bookstore chain. The crowd was mostly industry folks, with more than a few sales representatives openly exchanging business cards while barely bothering to so much as glance up at the stage.

			They were shameless. This wasn’t a business event. They could at least have the decency to pretend to be enjoying the wedding. It was like they were trying to recoup the cost of their gifts by squeezing in as much networking as possible.

			Riko was Aki’s supervisor, and the assistant manager of Pegasus Books’ Kichijoji branch. She lived for her work, and at forty, she was still single. She had a sharp, well-­defined, intelligent look about her, and could pass for a woman in her mid-­thirties. Tonight, she wore a chic wine-­red dress, impeccably tailored to highlight her figure.

			

			“You look amazing, Riko. You always do, but you’re especially stunning tonight,” a salesman weaving his way through the tables said, tossing out this over-­the-­top compliment on the fly.

			“Thank you, Ashida. You don’t know how happy I am to hear you say that,” she replied, offering him her brightest professional smile – enough to make the man flush in embarrassment.

			Oh, please. He doesn’t actually think I fell for that, does he? I’m way past the point of getting suckered by his empty compliments. Acting flattered is just part of the job. Not that I’m about to spell that out for him. Honesty only gets you so far, Riko quipped to herself.

			On stage, the keyboard player hit the opening note, signalling the starting pitch for Aki. The sound rang out, gradually quietening the hum of the audience. With everyone’s eyes locked on her, Aki gripped the mic, steeling herself. Taking a deep breath, she began to sing the first line.

			“On this winding road ahead of me, tiny lights are shining faint but free.”

			The bookstore clerk sitting next to Riko snorted and quickly clamped a hand over her mouth, while across the table, a sales rep choked on a piece of fried chicken, letting out a loud cough.

			The pitch was unmistakably off. Since she had started a cappella, there was no hiding it.

			“Though they’re far and hard to see, I’ll take each step and let it be.”

			

			From there, the band joined in with a soft accompaniment meant to complement her singing. But even with the backing music, the pitch issues went unresolved. A glance at the band members revealed awkward expressions – they clearly hadn’t expected her to be this tone-­deaf. Even the emcee was stunned, standing there slack-­jawed in disbelief.

			The audience, however, loved it.

			“So, Aki’s got an Achilles’ heel, huh? Who would’ve guessed?”

			“Makes sense. Now we know why she never comes to karaoke night.”

			Everyone in the room was watching the stage, fighting to suppress their laughter. Even the business-­card exchanges had ground to a temporary halt. Riko was struggling to keep her own mirth in check – not because of Aki’s singing, but because of the chaos erupting around her.

			You really should’ve done your homework and made sure she could sing first.

			This event was supposed to showcase the bond between bride and groom, but now the poor bride was being turned into a spectacle.

			And yet, despite everything, Aki, up on stage, remained stunningly beautiful. She was always gorgeous, but today, in her bridal attire, she looked especially radiant. Her casual mini wedding dress was worlds apart from the formal gown she had worn at the ceremony, highlighting her long, slender legs, the graceful curve of her neck, her shoulders, and her toned arms. Her fair cheeks were flushed, and her long lashes drooped shyly, giving her an air of delicate femininity. Hers was a figure that no man could possibly resist.

			Just as long as you never hear her sing.

			

			“Kindness so great it overflows, nothing can ever bring it down . . .”

			A tragic pattern had begun to emerge – the more earnestly she sang, the further off-­key she went. But then, something changed. Aki shot Nobumitsu a pleading look – and he met her gaze with steady reassurance, his expression all but saying, Leave it to me.

			“Though they’re far and hard to see, I’ll take each step and let it be.”

			Everyone in the room thought the same thing – He’s good. His rich, resonant voice carried the melody perfectly. Then, led by Nobumitsu’s singing, Aki gradually started to find her notes.

			“More than the days I tried to hide, more than all these tears we’ve cried . . .”

			The two of them locked eyes, desperately pushing themselves to match the other’s voice. The audience’s laughter slowly melted away as they watched the pair’s tender interaction, replaced by warm, admiring smiles.

			So, in the end, it’s just a sentimental harmony. How dull.

			Riko turned away from the stage and downed a glass of wine.

			Here I am, freshly dumped, and now I have to watch some happy couple act all lovey-­dovey. Why did they have to have their wedding now? I feel like curling up in my room and losing it.

			Up on stage, the song was building up to its climax. Nobumitsu wrapped his arm around Aki’s shoulder, the two of them pressing their cheeks together as they sang the final lines in unison.

			“Down this winding road I go, where the me of my dreams waits below.”

			

			As soon as the song ended, the crowd erupted into cheers.

			“Alright, you two!”

			“Looking hot!”

			The groom’s friends, the ones who pressured them both up onto the stage in the first place, were now throwing cheesy shout-­outs. Whether out of relief it was finally over or guilt at embarrassing the bride, they were going way over the top. Sure, it had turned out a little different than planned, but in the end, the duet served to showcase how madly in love the two newlyweds were. What started as a disaster – or rather, a terrible off-­key performance – had somehow turned into a win.

			“Let’s give a huge round of applause for the happy couple!” the emcee, Kazuhiro Iwata, a salesman at Hitotsuboshi Press, called out to the audience. “She’s a knockout beauty with a stunning figure, and she’s tough as nails at work, always going toe-­to-­toe with us salesmen and never backing down. Aki sure has been blessed with more than her fair share of gifts – but, as they say, even the gods have to draw the line somewhere . . . and when it comes to singing, well, I think we can all agree she’s not quite a natural.”

			A burst of laughter erupted from the crowd. Aki forced a smile, though one that was clearly strained.

			“Life’s unpredictable, isn’t it? You never know what’s coming your way. Sometimes, you’re stuck doing something you’re terrible at. But hey, even the hardest stuff is easier when you’ve got someone to face it with. When push comes to shove, I’m sure Nobumitsu here will have her back.”

			All eyes turned to Nobumitsu. He gave the crowd a sheepish smile, dipping his head in a quick bow.

			“Let’s hope you both remember this day and keep working to tackle life’s ups and downs as a happy couple. Now, let’s give a big round of applause for this wonderful bride and groom and their equally wonderful duet!”

			

			Once more, the room filled with applause. Nobumitsu slipped an arm around Aki’s waist, waving at the crowd. Aki managed a stiff smile, while Nobumitsu wore a grin so wide it looked like his face might melt off.

			He really stepped up to the plate, huh? No wonder he’s in such a good mood. Not so sure about her, though.

			Riko knocked back another glass of wine.

			Ugh. I feel sick just looking at that lovesick puppy face. Just like the day he told me we were over.

			“Looks like it turned out alright in the end. I was worried it would all go sideways when Kitamura started singing.”

			The voice belonged to Takanori Nojima, Riko’s boss, seated beside her. Nojima was about five years older than her, but he still looked sharp – slim, with jet-­black hair and a youthful air. Years in customer service had given him a polished, easy-­going manner.

			The hall was filled with tables, each one a little hub of acquaintances chatting together. Riko’s table was occupied by Aki’s co-workers from Pegasus Books.

			“Obata’s singing is top-­notch. I haven’t heard him belt out a tune since that press event, but he’s really good,” one of them commented.

			Aki is still unbearable, though. Or so Riko wanted to say. But even she had her limits.

			“Oh yeah. We all went to karaoke afterwards, didn’t we?” someone else chimed in.

			Nobumitsu and Aki met almost a year ago at a signing for the manga artist Nao Agachi. Nobumitsu had come along to oversee the event as Agachi’s editor, while Aki, being in charge of Pegasus Books’ comics section, was running the show. After the session wrapped up, everyone went out for drinks, and then karaoke – where, at Agachi’s insistence, Nobumitsu let loose with an anime theme song like his life depended on it.

			

			Back then, Aki flat-­out refused to sing, even though Obata kept urging her.

			Did Obata know she couldn’t hold a note to save her life? Then again, he’s so smitten, he probably thinks it’s endearing.

			Nobumitsu was still wearing that ridiculous, goofy grin as he chatted with the guests.

			“I hear the honeymoon’s in Hawaii. I’ve always wanted to go,” said Ryosuke Tsujii with more than a hint of envy. Tsujii, seated at Riko’s table, was in his mid-­thirties and supervised the fourth floor at Pegasus Books. Tall, tanned, and lanky, he seemed to use his every vacation day to go hiking, surfing, or whatever else. Work definitely wasn’t his top priority.

			“I heard they’re staying at the Halekulani,” chimed in Yoshio Hatakeda, the group’s self-­appointed trivia expert. “Most tourists stick with places like the Sheraton or the Royal Hawaiian on Waikiki Beach, but the Halekulani’s on a whole other level. The décor, the restaurants, the service – it’s all first-­class.”

			He said it like he had stayed there himself, but knowing Hatakeda, that was unlikely. He was as cheap as they came, and he hated travelling. He must have read about it online. Even if he did go to Hawaii, there was no way he would splurge on a luxury hotel.

			Though similar in age to Tsujii, Hatakeda was his polar opposite – short and stocky, with a perpetually sleepy look on his face. The only time he perked up was when he got to flaunt some random piece of knowledge.

			

			At that moment, a loud voice interrupted the conversation. “Well, well, if it isn’t Pegasus Books’ finest – the manager and assistant manager, no less!”

			“Ah! Iwata! Wonderful job hosting tonight,” Riko gushed with polite insincerity. “I had no idea you were such a natural. Those ad-­libs were perfect.”

			“Nah, you’re too kind,” he said, clearly basking in the compliment.

			Built like an athlete – tall, broad and loud – Iwata was Nobumitsu’s colleague and Pegasus’ sales liaison at Hitotsuboshi.

			“It’s a packed house tonight,” said the teetotalling Nojima, raising his glass of iced oolong tea for a toast.

			Iwata clinked his glass in return. “Yeah, I hear more than a hundred people turned out. Obata’s got tons of work connections, and Kitamura’s really popular with everyone’s sales teams. I’ve seen people from all kinds of publishing houses here.”

			“Yes, I can see. There’s a huge turnout from Hitotsuboshi, as well. I think their whole sales team showed up.”

			“Funny you mention that,” Iwata said with a smirk, clearly trying to hold back laughter. “Their deputy manager, Shibata, didn’t come. He’s Kitamura’s biggest fan, too. There’s a rumour going around the office that he scheduled a business trip just so he wouldn’t have to see her in a wedding dress.”

			“But Shibata just got married himself last month, didn’t he? To a woman seventeen years his junior. She went to Sacred Heart University.” Hatakeda threw in another unnecessary fact.

			Where does he dig this stuff up? Riko thought. If only he’d put that energy into something useful.

			

			“Well then . . .” Iwata let out a low chuckle. “Maybe he skipped the party out of respect for his wife?”

			The quip wasn’t even funny, but the men at the table all burst out laughing.

			This again? Riko thought, rolling her eyes. The topic of Shibata’s young wife was a running joke for them lately. The seventeen years his junior part seemed to be their favourite detail. Hitotsuboshi’s sales team hadn’t been able to shut up about it.

			“So, the infamous Shibata can’t stand up to his young wife, huh?” Nojima chuckled.

			A self-­proclaimed devoted husband, Nojima was clearly envious of the other man’s young wife. Why did men go so crazy for younger women?

			“Exactly! Ever since he got married, Shibata’s been so antisocial. There was a meeting in Shinagawa just the other day, and instead of coming out for drinks with everyone afterwards, he went straight home! And guess what time the meeting ended – five o’clock! Five! Can you believe it?”

			“Wow. And he used to call himself nightlife royalty. His wife must have him wrapped around her little finger.”

			“Totally! And get this, the other day he . . .”

			Riko forced a polite smile as the others continued talking, but deep down, she couldn’t care less about their banter. She merely nodded along while downing another glass of wine.

			Seriously, this is not the kind of conversation to have in front of a single woman in her early forties. Have some tact, people. No wonder you guys don’t have any luck with young women.

			Riko was fuming, but the men didn’t seem to notice. They carried on, gleefully swapping stories of other men’s wives, until—

			

			“Oh, shoot. I’ve got to announce the next act. Be right back!”

			Iwata bolted off towards the emcee stand, ending the conversation. Riko breathed a sigh of relief and poured herself another glass of wine. On stage, Nobumitsu’s old classmates were still performing – a slow, soulful ballad.

			“Still, I never thought Kitamura would get married so soon,” Tsujii murmured, silent up till now.

			“They only dated for, what, six months?” Hatakeda replied.

			Tsujii and Hatakeda couldn’t be more different in looks and personality, but maybe because they were so close in age, they got along surprisingly well. They were practically inseparable – they had even come to the wedding together.

			“Young people these days move so fast,” Riko remarked. “I guess they’re just more practical about things – and quick to move on.”

			Yep, they’re quick to move on, alright. Like shedding old skin. But it’s not just young women who do that.

			Riko took another sip of wine, thinking back to how quickly he had moved on. Men didn’t hesitate at all when they knew what they wanted.

			“Hey, come on, that’s a bit much, don’t you think? Are you drunk already, Nishioka?” Nojima, ever the peacemaker, tried to keep things light.

			“Drunk? On a couple of glasses of wine? No way! Anyway, everyone’s thinking it,” she insisted, slurring her words.

			Yep, drunk as a sailor.

			Nojima shook his head with a resigned look, glancing at Tsujii and Hatakeda as if to ask, What do we do with her? Tsujii returned his gaze with a weary, What can you do? while Hatakeda remained stony-­faced.

			

			“You’ve had enough, Nishioka. What’s got into you today?”

			“Sorry. I might have gone a bit overboard. But it’s true, the girls at the store are pretty shocked. Look – none of them showed up tonight except for me.”

			Before Aki started dating Nobumitsu, she had been seeing her co-worker Takahiko Mita, breaking things off once her now-­husband came into the picture. Everyone at the store knew about it.

			“Now that you mention it, none of the girls are here. It’s just you, Nishioka?”

			“I saw Hagiwara helping out at the desk,” Nojima replied, as nonchalant as ever.

			Mami Hagiwara was a part-­timer who handled the textbook section. She was the only woman at work Aki was close to, and not only was she helping at the front desk tonight, she was also one of the party organisers.

			“Ah, Hagiwara. But the invites went out to everyone, didn’t they?”

			On stage, the band finished their set and started clearing out. The next act was to be a harp performance by one of Aki’s cousins. The harp was already being carried onto the stage, and the performer began setting up.

			“Well, yeah,” Tsujii said. “But after all that drama, it wouldn’t exactly be easy for them to show up even if they did want to.”

			“By the way, did anyone send Mita an invite?” Riko asked, realising her mistake a moment too late.

			Her voice had carried further than she intended, practically echoing across the hall. The timing couldn’t have been worse – the harpist had just finished setting up, and the whole room had quietened down in anticipation of the performance.

			

			For one long, awkward moment, Riko’s question hung in the air.

			A moment later, however, the harpist began to play, and the guests turned their attention to the music as if nothing had happened. It seemed her slip-­up hadn’t caused any noticeable ripples.

			Phew. I guess no-­one heard me. Or if they did, they probably thought it was just casual chit-chat.

			After all, Aki and Mita’s past relationship wasn’t common knowledge outside their bookstore.

			Slowly, Riko downed another glass of wine in an effort to calm her nerves.

			 

			Riko’s hunch had been on the mark – most of those in the room hadn’t paid any attention to her irresponsible comment. A few people sitting nearby shot her annoyed looks, no doubt wondering why she was being so loud when the performance was just about to begin, but that was about it.

			Well, almost. There was one person who had heard her, and who definitely hadn’t brushed it off – the bride herself. To her, Riko’s words dripped with malice, poisoning the entire night. It didn’t matter that this wasn’t Riko’s intention – Aki had decided it was.

			Why is she mentioning Takahiko at a time like this? Did she do it on purpose? Did she want me to overhear? Is she trying to get under my skin?

			Aki was already angry. She had sworn to herself she would never sing in front of a crowd, yet she had been dragged onto the stage to be humiliated. But knowing Nobumitsu and his friends hadn’t meant any harm, she had been left with no clear outlet for her frustration.

			

			Now, the perfect target had presented itself.

			I’ll give her a piece of my mind later. I don’t care if she’s the assistant manager, she’s ruined the party.

			Aki, with her straightforward, no-­nonsense personality, was the kind of person who wore her emotions on her sleeve – but that also meant she was prone to jumping to conclusions, and quick to pick a fight. Once she had decided Riko had rubbed her the wrong way, her anger only snowballed.

			I know she doesn’t like me. She’s never liked me, not since I first joined the store. She wants everything her way, so of course she hates anyone who pushes back.

			I knew it. She’s the reason I was forced up onto that stage. She must have goaded Iwata into setting me up.

			After all, when she had refused to take part, the host had leaned in and whispered, “I hear you’re a great singer, Aki. Your boss told me. Come on, let everyone see how much you and Nobumitsu love each other.”

			Only now did it hit her. Your boss told me. He must have meant Riko – she had deliberately set her up to crash and burn.

			To be fair, Aki’s assumption wasn’t entirely unreasonable. In her mind, the words “your boss” could refer to only three people – the fifth-­floor supervisor Hatakeda, the assistant manager Riko, or the store manager Nojima. And all three of them knew she was hopelessly tone-­deaf. Hatakeda was too aloof and indifferent to bother telling Iwata something like that, and Nojima was far too kind-­hearted. That left only Riko.

			Yet as it happened, the boss Iwata was referring to wasn’t Riko at all, but the jokester Tsujii. From an outsider’s perspective, Tsujii would have been considered her superior even if he wasn’t her direct supervisor.

			A few weeks earlier, Iwata had run into Tsujii while out on a sales call, and he had used the opportunity to fish for information without mentioning the upcoming wedding reception.

			

			“What would you say Aki’s good at?”

			“Singing, of course. Yeah. Kitamura’s singing voice is definitely worth a listen.”

			Tsujii had meant it as a playful quip, but Iwata took it at face value. Having focused solely on judo from grade school through to university, Iwata was the quintessential sports guy – not the type to get a joke. In fact, he thought it was a great idea. After all, Nobumitsu was proud of his karaoke skills, so why not sneak in a duet for the happy couple as a surprise?

			Now, why did Iwata decide to consult Tsujii about this? The reason was simple. Riko, the assistant manager and third-­floor supervisor, was always swamped with work and wasn’t the type to waste time on small talk, while Hatakeda, the fifth-­floor supervisor, was the silent, brooding kind, and ­difficult to approach. So, by process of elimination, that left only Tsujii. The fourth-­floor specialist books section was the store’s ­quietest, so as the floor supervisor, Tsujii had plenty of time on his hands. On top of that, he loved to chat, and with the right nudge, he would happily spill all kinds of information. As far as Iwata was concerned, he was practically a goldmine. Of course, Tsujii himself had completely forgotten ever offering this particular piece of advice.

			On stage, the harp performance continued. Aki pretended to listen, but inside, she was fuming, her pent-­up frustrations with Riko bubbling over.

			“Kitamura? Er, I mean, Obata?” sounded a voice, pulling her back to reality.

			She looked up to see Nojima, the store manager, standing timidly in front of her.

			

			“Ah, Nojima. Thank you for coming today.”

			“No, no, thank you for inviting me. Actually, I have somewhere to be right now, so I’m afraid I have to go.”

			“Oh, okay. Let me grab Nobumitsu.”

			She glanced around, finding her husband on the other side of the room chatting with a group of old classmates.

			“No need for that – don’t want to dampen the mood when everyone’s having such a good time.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“Absolutely. Really, though, it was a wonderful party. It warms the heart to see you two so happy.”

			“Uh, thanks.”

			Happy? The whole party had been a nightmare – first she was outed as a terrible singer, then her ex’s name had been shouted across the room for everyone to hear.

			Watching Aki’s face darken, Nojima rushed to smooth things over. “By the way, I’m sorry not everyone could make it. It’s such a shame.”

			Aki’s smile froze. She had sent invites to everyone at the store except for Mita, and yet only the managers had bothered to show up.

			She had even rescheduled the wedding to coincide with one of the store’s rare maintenance days, when everyone would have the day off. All that planning had been for nothing.

			“The girls – honestly, they’re being a bit childish. It’s a wedding, for crying out loud. Shouldn’t they be here to cele­brate? And Nishioka saying you moved on too fast? That wasn’t fair at all.”

			Moved on too fast? Aki’s anger flared. Like she knows what really happened.

			“I’m sure things will have settled down by the time you get back from your honeymoon. Everything changes once you tie the knot,” Nojima continued, unaware he was only adding fuel to the fire. “You’ll be back in a week, right?”

			

			“Yes. We’re back on the fifth of July.”

			“Well, have fun! I’m looking forward to hearing all about it.”

			“Thank you.”

			She saw him off at the exit.

			When she returned to the main room, the harp performance had just wrapped up. Next, Nobumitsu was supposed to give a thank-­you speech. Prompted by the host, Aki took the stage beside him. Nobumitsu began by cracking his usual jokes to get the crowd laughing. From up on the stage, Aki could take in the entirety of the room.

			What is she even doing here? If she didn’t want to celebrate my marriage, she shouldn’t have bothered to show up.

			A loud burst of applause brought Aki back to her senses. Nobumitsu had finished his speech, it seemed. Flustered, she hurried to follow his lead with a deep bow.

			“Alright, the bride will now share a small piece of her happiness! Get ready, ladies – it’s time for the bouquet! Who will the lucky one be?”

			Just as Aki was about to leave the stage, the emcee’s next words stopped her in her tracks.

			“Single ladies, are you ready?”

			Squealing in excitement, a group of young women gathered in front of the stage, stretching their hands into the air as if to say Pick me!

			Aki couldn’t fail to notice Riko deliberately turn her back to the stage, engrossed in a conversation with a salesman as if the day’s events had nothing to do with her.

			

			Don’t worry. I wouldn’t dream of giving you my bouquet, Aki thought, clutching the bundle of white roses tightly in her hands.

			“Alright, Aki, whenever you’re ready!”

			At the emcee’s cue, she threw the bouquet with all her might – deliberately aiming away from Riko. The bundle of flowers soared high, scattering a few petals as it went, only to smack into the ceiling. The impact sent it veering off course, into an empty part of the room. A disappointed Aww! sounded all around, and a hand shot out to toss it back into the air, sending it flying with greater force until it landed squarely on Riko’s head.

			Startled, Riko instinctively reached up and caught it before it hit the ground.

			“Well, well! Pegasus Books’ very own Riko Nishioka has caught the bouquet! Congratulations!” the emcee’s voice boomed.

			The entire hall seemed to swarm around her.

			“Congrats!” someone said, clapping her on the shoulder.

			“You’re next, Nishioka,” Tsujii grinned, clearly enjoying the spectacle.

			Riko’s face flushed a deep crimson.

			Is this some kind of joke? she fumed. So what if I’m still single at forty? Do they think that’s funny?

			Meanwhile, Aki bit her lip in frustration.

			Of all people, why did it have to be her?

			The bouquet was a once-­in-­a-­lifetime gesture, supposed to go to a close friend, someone she could genuinely wish happiness for. Not someone like her.

			Both women were rendered speechless, but meanwhile, the party carried on without a care. The emcee launched into his closing speech, and before long, it was time for everyone to leave. Aki and Nobumitsu were ushered to the door to thank the guests as they exited. Mami Hagiwara, one of the staff packing up at the reception desk, spotted Aki and hurried over.

			

			At twenty-­three, Mami was four years Aki’s junior. Her fair skin, rosy cheeks and deep dimples gave her a striking charm. Today, she wore a silver sleeveless dress paired with a black handbag and shoes, giving her a sophisticated look.

			“Aki! Um, I’ve collected all the participation contributions,” she said in her usual babyish tone. “I figured it’d be safer if I held on to them until everything’s wrapped up, you know? I didn’t want to leave them in the waiting room or anything.”

			She opened the paper gift bag in her hands to show Aki the contents. Since the party had an attendance fee, most guests had just given cash directly, but a few had gone the extra mile and wrapped their contributions in ornate envelopes. The name Riko Nishioka was visible on one of them. Aki’s simmering frustrations began to bubble over.

			“Can I borrow that for a second?” she said, pulling out the envelope from Riko and marching back into the hall.

			“Wh-­what are you doing?” Mami stammered, trailing after her like a duckling chasing its mother.

			“Aki!” Nobumitsu called, but she ignored him, weaving through the crowd until she came across Riko, still chatting with a group of salesmen in the middle of the room with the ill-­fated bouquet cradled in her arms.

			“Nishioka. Do you have a moment?” Aki asked, her tense face at odds with her wedding dress.

			Riko raised a puzzled eyebrow, then flashed the group of salesmen a polite smile and excused herself. By the time she had stepped aside to join Aki, that smile was nowhere to be seen.

			

			“What is it?” she asked with more than a hint of annoyance.

			“Not here,” Aki said, gripping Riko’s arm and pulling her along.

			Several guests tried to stop Aki as they moved through the dwindling crowd, either to congratulate her or to strike up a chat, but she hurried on, ignoring them.

			“What’s this about, Kitamura? Isn’t the bride supposed to be at the door to see everyone off?” Riko asked.

			“I’ll do that later,” Aki replied curtly, ushering her into the waiting room, Mami slipping in behind them.

			The room mustn’t have been air-­conditioned, as the temperature inside was stifling. The drab, cramped space, no bigger than four-­and-­a-­half tatami mats in size, was cluttered with two long tables covered in bags, boxes of decorations, and a myriad of other wedding-­related items.

			Once the door was closed, Aki turned to face Riko.

			“I’m disappointed in you, Nishioka.”

			Here we go, Riko sighed inwardly. Drama.

			“Disappointed? Over what, exactly?”

			Riko had had more than a few drinks, and with the sting of her recent break-up still lingering, seeing someone else so happily in love only fuelled her resentment. The fact that it was Aki, her brazenly self-­confident younger colleague, just made it worse.

			“If you have a problem with me, come out with it. Don’t hold back just because I’m your superior.”

			Watching on the side, Mami’s eyes widened.

			Is this one of those catfights, like in manga comics? I’ve never seen one in real life before. I should pay attention – this could come in handy later!

			

			Mami, an aspiring manga artist, had taken a part-­time job at Pegasus Books as a stopgap until she realised her dream. She had never, however, finished so much as a single manuscript, always abandoning her drafts halfway through. In truth, she was more of a manga enthusiast than an actual artist.

			“You clearly don’t like the fact I’m getting married, Nishioka. Nojima told me what you said – about me being quick to move on.”

			“Huh? What are you talking about?” Riko asked.

			After all she had drunk, she had completely forgotten what she might or might not have said. At the time, her bitterness towards her ex-­boyfriend, who had dumped her for someone else, had overshadowed any thoughts of Aki.

			“Don’t play dumb. You made sure to say Mita’s name loud enough for the entire room to hear.”

			“Yes, I also heard it!” Mami chimed in, eager to back Aki up – though in her mind, she was stepping in rather than choosing a side.

			“Uh . . . Well . . .” Riko vaguely recalled saying something, but the precise details escaped her.

			To Aki, however, Riko’s hesitance came across as evasion, which only incensed her further.

			“If you don’t like me, that’s fine,” Aki snapped. “But bringing it up at a time like this – that’s just childish. I’m disappointed.”

			Riko wanted to argue back, but since she couldn’t quite remember what she had said or done, she realised she had no firm ground to stand on.

			

			“Here. You can have this back,” Aki said, thrusting something into Riko’s hand.

			Riko looked down, stunned to see the gift envelope she had given Aki earlier. What the . . .?

			Her drunken haze began to lift as a cold wave of clarity swept over her.

			“If you didn’t want to celebrate with me, you didn’t have to come,” Aki said, staring back at her in disdain.

			That’s it, Mami thought from the sidelines. Aki just landed the finishing blow.

			Riko, on the other hand, was incensed by that unnecessarily dramatic remark.

			“Fine!” she shot back, shoving the bouquet into Aki’s chest. Several white petals fluttered to the floor. “If that’s how you feel, I don’t want this stupid thing, either. You threw it at me on purpose, didn’t you? You wanted to make a spectacle of me – remind everyone that I’m still single!”

			Riko had been mortified when the bouquet landed on her earlier. At her age, being seen catching it felt like a public confession that she still dreamed of marriage.

			“That’s not true,” Aki insisted. “Why would I waste my wedding bouquet on something so petty?”

			“Then why did you throw it at me? You could have given it to someone who actually wanted it!”

			“I wasn’t aiming for you! It just . . . ended up over there!”

			“Oh, come on. What, you’re saying it has a mind of its own?”

			“You’re so full of malice. It must have been drawn to all your negative emotions!”

			“Malice? What’s that supposed to mean? You’re the one who threw this at me, so if anyone’s full of malice, it’s you!”

			

			“No, it’s you!”

			Aki and Riko locked eyes, their gazes sharp enough to send sparks flying.

			Wow. This is incredible. A front-­row seat to an actual catfight!

			Mami could barely contain her excitement.

			The two women remained frozen in their stand-off, each determined not to break first.

			At that moment, the door swung open.

			“Ah, there you are, Kitamura. Everyone’s looking for you. They can’t leave without saying goodbye to the bride and groom,” sounded Tsujii’s laid-­back voice as he came to collect his belongings.

			Aki blinked, jolted back to her senses. “Oh, right. Now isn’t the time for this,” she muttered, finally tearing her gaze from Riko.

			She turned to leave the room, only to stop and glance at Tsujii. “Here, you can have this,” she said, abruptly shoving the bouquet into his arms. “Give it to your girlfriend or something.”

			“Huh? I don’t have a girlfriend. I’ve been single for a year and four months now.”

			But Aki continued out of the room without bothering to listen to his response.

			“You can have this, too,” Riko added, pressing something else into his hands. “Use it to take your future girlfriend out on a date.”

			“Wait, what? Nishioka? I just told you, I don’t have a—”

			Tsujii stopped there, only then recognising the item he was holding in his hands.

			“Wait, is this . . . a wedding gift envelope? Why would you give this to me?”

			

			Riko, however, had already slipped past him, slamming the door shut on her way out.

			The room fell into silence, leaving only a dreamy-­eyed Mami and a bewildered Tsujii.

			“What was that about?” Tsujii asked, turning to Mami.

			Mami, overcome with a look of unbearable emotion, shook her head. “You wouldn’t understand, Tsujii. Women can be . . . complicated. This was very educational.”

			“Educational?”

			“It’s too deep for you. You wouldn’t get it, not when you don’t have a girlfriend.”

			Tsujii rolled his shoulders in exasperation. Mami, meanwhile, continued to stare wistfully at the door Aki and Riko just exited through.
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			“I heard what happened, Nishioka. I can’t believe Kitamura was so rude to you,” commented Shiho Ozaki, who worked alongside Riko in the third-­floor literary fiction section, as soon as she walked in.

			“Honestly, who even thinks of returning a wedding gift? It’s unbelievable!” added Shoko Yamane from the comics section. There was no mistaking the excited lilt in Yamane’s voice, though whether that was due to the thrill of badmouthing Aki or simply the drama of the situation itself, even she probably couldn’t say.

			“Can you believe she’s already twenty-­seven? She really has no common sense,” said Minako Makihara, a part-­timer from the comics section. Barely in her early twenties, she spoke with the confidence of a woman far more experienced.

			The three of them, it seemed, had been eagerly discussing yesterday’s incident in the staff break room before opening time.

			Figures. Riko slumped her shoulders in resignation.

			One night’s sleep had sobered her up, and by morning, she deeply regretted letting herself get dragged into a fight with Aki. But by then, it was too late – word of their confrontation had spread like wildfire.

			

			With both Tsujii and Mami as witnesses, there was no covering up what had happened. She already had a hangover, and all this gossip was only adding to her headache.

			“Maybe she took it out on you because she couldn’t handle everyone seeing how tone-­deaf she is?”

			“That’s definitely what happened.”

			The women were clearly enjoying themselves. Aki had never been popular among the store’s female staff. Her good looks and ability to attract male attention already made her a target, and her headstrong, uncompromising nature only made things worse.

			In the end, Mita gave into that steamroller attitude of hers, too, didn’t he?

			There was no end to the gossip when Mita first started dating Aki. A contract worker in the specialist books section on the fourth floor, Mita was tall, handsome and effortlessly charming – a natural favourite among the female staff. He was so popular he even had his own small fan club.

			That fan club was more of a light-­hearted affair than anything serious, but it came with an unspoken rule – no-one was to jump the line. When Aki disregarded that and started dating him, her audacity earned her the ire of her co-workers.

			The only reason it didn’t spiral into a major issue at the time was because Aki was one of the store’s few full-­time, permanent employees. Most of Pegasus Books’ female staff were part-­timers or contract employees, and the only other female full-­time employee was Riko. If anything, the girls were resigned to what happened, convinced they were unable to compete. The real breaking point came when Aki broke up with Mita three years later and immediately started dating Nobumitsu Obata, an editor at a major publishing house.

			

			Unforgivable.

			The women promptly banded together to form an unofficial anti-­Kitamura alliance, and that was when the passive-­aggressive harassment began. Women have a knack for rallying against a common enemy, and this was no exception. Now, with this latest incident, they felt vindicated – and they couldn’t be happier about it.

			This is bad. I really didn’t want to get involved in this kind of drama.

			While Riko wasn’t particularly fond of Aki herself, as the store’s assistant manager she was supposed to stay out of petty emotional disputes. If she took the others’ side, it would only justify their hostility and make the situation even worse.

			“I did warn you, Nishioka. It would’ve been better if you hadn’t gone,” said Shiho Ozaki, Riko’s direct subordinate.

			She seemed genuinely sympathetic, but Riko could only respond with a vague smile.

			This whole mess is my own doing. There’s no use complaining now. If I don’t keep a low profile, I’m going to be cast as the ringleader of this anti-­Kitamura movement . . .

			“Don’t you think Kitamura was way out of line, Nojima?” Yamane called out as the store manager passed through. “She was so rude to Nishioka, even though she went out of her way to attend on her day off.”

			“Ah, well, yes. Kitamura – er, Obata – could stand to be a bit more considerate towards her seniors,” Nojima stammered, clearly caught off guard.

			Nojima was conflict-­averse, especially when it came to personal disputes among the staff.

			

			“Exactly! She’s acting like a spoiled little girl.”

			“Honestly, now that she’s married, she should just quit and focus on being a housewife.”

			The women eagerly piled on, but while they didn’t hesitate to criticise Aki for returning Riko’s congratulatory gift, they carefully avoided all mention of the bouquet.

			Tsujii lived for gossip, and Mami was famously loose-­lipped, so there was no way they hadn’t spilled that part of the story. There was only one possible explanation – the girls didn’t want to remind Riko of her age or single status.

			Do they think I’m that fragile? I’m not even bothered about my age – it’s their pity that’s exhausting.

			Was getting older really so terrible? She had worked hard to build her career, and she took pride in the life she had carved out for herself.

			But she couldn’t say any of this out loud. Young people tended to see ageing as a kind of sin. She used to be no different on that score. If she spoke up, the others would likely dismiss her words as the bitter ramblings of an older woman who had lost out.

			Speaking of which, what’s that bestseller called again? The Howling of the Defeated?

			“Alright, everyone, it’s almost time for the morning meeting,” Nojima said, bringing an end to the discussion.

			Riko breathed a sigh of relief as the girls filed out.

			 

			Riko pulled the row of books slightly forward, just a few centimetres, then gently pushed it back with both palms, stopping when the spines lined up evenly about five millimetres from the edge of the shelf. Then, as a finishing touch, she smoothed her hands over the spines, making sure there were no bumps. She repeated this process from one end to the other, until the row of books was perfectly straight – and then again at each and every shelf in the store’s literary fiction section.

			

			“About five millimetres out from the edge – that’s the way to do it,” a colleague told her when she first started working at Pegasus. “It makes the spines look nice and even, and it’s easier for customers to hook their fingers on a corner to pull them out.”

			Back then, there wasn’t any debate. You just did as you were told, no questions asked.

			“Don’t cram the books too tightly together. But don’t leave too much space, either. You want to leave just enough room to slide a finger in between them when you pick one up.”

			These days, hardly anyone seemed to care how the books were arranged. Sure, some bookstore clerks kept an eye on the stock itself, but few seemed to bother lining the books up properly. It was rare to find another store where the books jutted out from the shelves like this. More often than not, they were shoved all the way in, so their edges were flush with the back of the shelf. To Riko, such haphazard displays looked more like someone’s home library. That wasn’t how it was supposed to be. But the younger staff didn’t seem to care. Even when she tried to teach them, they wouldn’t bother to follow through.

			She remembered a conversation with Aki Kitamura from when her younger colleague first joined the team.

			“I get what you’re saying,” Aki had said, her tone light and matter-­of-­fact. “But that’s a lot of work, isn’t it? I mean, it’s not like it helps sales. Can’t we just, like, do that when we’ve got free time, after everything else is finished?”
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