
[image: Cover: Dinner at the Night Library, by Hika Harada and Translated by Philip Gabriel. The International Japanese Bestseller.]




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Join our mailing list to get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: Dinner at the Night Library, by Hika Harada, Translated by Philip Gabriel. Scribner. London | New York | Amsterdam/Antwerp | Sydney/Melbourne | Toronto | New Delhi.]








[image: ] EPISODE ONE SHIROBANBA CURRY


As Otoha Higuchi gave her name to the man in front of the library, she felt a complex mix of feelings— relieved, but at the same time a bit deflated.

People who heard the name Otoha, and her last name, would invariably react by asking, “Otoha Higuchi? Were you named after Ichiyo Higuchi?” referring to the famous female writer from the Meiji period, the ha in Otoha being written with the same character as the yo in Ichiyo, meaning leaf. And those who loved books would go on to ask, “What’s your favorite story by her?”

But the man here simply said, “Nice to meet you. I’m Yuzuru Sasai. Let me show you around the library,” and quickly turned on his heels, walking on ahead.

His height was about five foot seven, slim, and though somewhat plain looking, had a nicely shaped nose. Otoha, just over five feet tall, only came up to his shoulders. Some might see him as good-looking, others a bit too ordinary. It was that sort of face.

Yet he wasn’t as curt as his looks and opening words might suggest, and noticing the wheeled suitcase Otoha was pulling, he reached out and offered, “Let me help you with that.”

“I’m good,” she said. “There’s a trick to pulling it. One of the wheels is about to come off, and you have to favor the other one…”

His face lit up.

“Like Anne of Green Gables?”

“Huh?” she said reflexively, and he smiled sheepishly before settling back into his usual expression.

“Pardon me,” he said. “You can leave your bag inside, at the reception desk, if that’s alright.”

“Sure.”

“I understand you came all the way from Tohoku?”

“I did.”

“You must be tired. I’ll tell you about the library a little today, introduce you to the staff, and then show you to the dorm.”

“No, I’m fine, and ready to work,” Otoha replied.

After seeing off the movers in the morning, she’d taken a train straight to Tokyo carrying her suitcase and one other bag. The email she’d received had a Google map attached, but it had taken her far longer than she’d expected to find this place, roughly described in the email as being in a Tokyo suburb. Happily, though, she’d managed to make it by 7:00 p.m., the appointed time.

Resigning from her previous job, getting a sudden new offer, changing jobs, moving… It had all happened within a month and she was, frankly, worn out. But this was her first day on a new job, and it was one that dealt with books, her dream, one she’d almost lost once, so she wanted to be seen as a solid, eager worker.

Past the automatic doors, the entrance walls were a whitish marble inset with a small plaque, which hung at about eye level for Otoha.

“This is all real marble here,” Sasai explained.

“Wow. That’s amazing.”

The small square plaque was only about three inches on one side. Inside was a butterfly the size of the tip of a thumb. She’d never seen that kind before, and found herself drawing closer to examine it. “A butterfly?” she asked, turning around toward Sasai.

“Actually, it’s a moth.”

Otoha yelped. “Isn’t that sort of a—creepy thing to display?”

She inspected it closely and saw that despite the shiny azure wings, its body was a bit thick for a butterfly.

“It’s supposed to be a… sort of charm.”

“Eh?”

“I heard the owner put it there to ward off evil,” Sasai explained, without much interest.

“Can something like that ward off anything?”

“It can, since people who dislike it never go near it again.”

“I suppose you’re right,” Otoha said.

“Really, only people who are interested come to this library. We prefer that casual sightseers—or those who just want to take a quick look—stay away.”

“I see.”

“And moths are night butterflies. In foreign countries they don’t look down on moths the way we do. They just divide them into daytime butterflies and nighttime butterflies.”

“I’m not looking down on them…” Otoha said. How could he think I’m the sort who discriminates like that? she thought, a bit miffed.

Still, Sasai seemed unfazed. “Is that so?”

“Can I meet the owner and say hello today?” Otoha asked, thinking she needed to express her thanks for the job.

“I’m afraid that’s impossible.”

“Huh?” I’m here because the owner asked me to be, right?

“I myself have never even met the owner. Only talked on the phone or email.”

“B-but aren’t you the manager here, Mr. Sasai?”

“I am.”

“Even so?”

“That’s right. I don’t think any of the staff have ever met the owner.”

“Really?”

“The owner is abroad most of the year.”

“Is that right?”

“I don’t think investigating their identity will lead to anything good.”

How come? Otoha was about ask, but before she could Sasai had strode away. His figure seemed to firmly convey a message: no more questions. Otoha trotted off behind him.

Beyond the marbled entrance was another automatic door, and past that, a ticket window on the right and a turnstile on the left. A woman was seated behind the ticket window counter, and there was a sign on the wall listing entrance fees.


Entrance fee: ¥1,000

Monthly passes: ¥10,000

Yearly passes: ¥50,000



Sasai introduced Otoha to the woman.

“This is Ms. Otoha Higuchi. She’ll be working with us starting today.”

The woman stood up and bowed politely. When she lowered her head, silky long black hair fell from her shoulders. Otoha found her lovely.

“It’s very nice to meet you,” Otoha hurriedly reciprocated, bowing just as deeply.

“Ms. Higuchi, this is our receptionist, Mai Kitazato.”

This Ms. Kitazato said not a word back to her. Expressionless, unsmiling. Perhaps Sasai seemed used to her behavior, as he simply asked, “Could you give Ms. Higuchi a visitor pass?” Mai gave a small nod and handed Otoha a pass on a lanyard. It seemed they’d prepared this in advance for her.

“Tomorrow we’ll have a regular staff pass ready for you.” Sasai showed her the pass around his neck. “If you press it here you can get in.”

The entrance turnstile was simpler and smaller scale than the ones at train stations, and when he held up the pass to it, the turnstile opened. Otoha followed suit.

“Ms. Kitazato might not look it, but she won the national championship in karate.”

“What? Her?”

“So best not to mess around there.”

“My gosh…”

“I bet you were just thinking how tight the security is for a library.”

Spot on, she wanted to say, but shook her head.

“No, I don’t think that.”

“And that ¥1,000 is a steep admission fee?”

Again, he’d nailed it. This time she couldn’t help but smile faintly and nod.

“A little.”

“It’s okay. Everybody says that,” Sasai murmured as he went into the library.

“In the past we let everyone in for free,” he went on. “But we had things stolen, and some people were unreasonable and complained, saying things like ‘Why just old books? Why don’t you have any books I wanna read?’ So the owner decided to start charging admission. It’s more to keep out the oddballs than to earn money.”

“I see.”

“As I’ve said several times, we’d just like the people who want to come here to come.”

“I get that.”

“But even after we started charging admission, we’ve had people stealing books. So there’s an alarm that goes off in the library if someone tries to take a book without permission.”

“That is pretty strict.”

“The books here are all precious ones, found nowhere else. So please keep that in mind.”

“Understood. That’s very clear.”

They went through the second automatic glass door, finally entering the library.

Otoha gulped and looked upward.

At the entrance the ceiling rose up to the second floor, with bookshelves reaching to the ceiling, crammed full of books.

“This is amazing! It’s so beautiful.”

And it was a magnificent sight, books rising all the way to the vaulted ceiling. Yet on the outside, the library was an unassuming neat gray structure, so the contrast was indeed striking.

“It is rather nice, isn’t it.” Sasai was cool and collected, unlike the excited Otoha.

“It’s amazing—almost the very library I’ve been dreaming of forever,” Otoha said.

“Glad to hear it.”

Once again Sasai strode off inside.

She wanted to take a closer look at the books lined up there, but still found herself trotting off to keep up with him.

Past the room with the vaulted ceilings, they entered a spacious area. At the entrance was another reception desk, behind which were seated a man and woman who seemed to be library staff. Both were in casual clothes with a black apron. When they saw Sasai and Otoha they rose to their feet. The woman was about the same height as Otoha, the man quite tall, about five foot nine, and solidly built.

“This is Ms. Otoha Higuchi, who’s come here today to work with us,” Sasai explained.

“I’m Naoto Tokai,” the man said.

“And my name’s Minami Enokida,” said the woman.

Unlike Sasai and Mai, these two were smiling. At long last Otoha felt reassured. She’d been asking herself what she should do if the entire staff turned out to be like them, attractive, yet cool and detached. She was happy, too, that, though a little older, they were of her same generation.

“Otoha Higuchi—almost the same characters as the author Ichiyo Higuchi’s name, right? Is there some connection?” Minami asked, smiling broadly. Otoha had been asked this so many times she was tired of it, yet now the familiar question brought only a sigh of relief.

“Yes, my mother is a big fan of Ichiyo Higuchi, and when she married and her last name changed to Higuchi she decided she wanted to name her daughter using the character yo, or ha meaning leaf.”

“Got it. So—do you read a lot of Ichiyo Higuchi’s work?”

“I have read it, yes. My favorite is ‘The Thirteenth Night.’ ”

“That’s a very short one, but heartrending, isn’t it. The woman in the story—”

Totally ignoring their conversation, Sasai interrupted. “For the time being,” he said, “we’ll be having Ms. Higuchi processing books.”

“I see.” Tokai nodded. “It’s tough work, so good luck.”

“We’ll stop by later to give you a hand,” Minami said.

The two of them seemed to feel for her. Tokai smiled wanly, while Minami looked sympathetic.

“Is the work that difficult?” Otoha was a bit worried.

The two of them looked at each other, and Otoha noticed something: they almost looked like twins. Not their faces so much as their gestures and expressions, the whole vibe that surrounded them.

“It’s not so hard, but kind of repetitive, so you can get tired of it,” Tokai said.

“I don’t particularly mind it. And it’s something all new staff need to learn,” Minami added.

“Sorry about that, but we’ll help you out,” they both piped in. Despite these warnings, the two of them seemed upbeat, and the tension drained out of Otoha a bit.

“Later on, let’s eat the staff dinner together. Tonight’s menu is shirobanba, as I recall.”

Shirobanba? What could that be? Otoha wondered, but Sasai had once again strode off and she had to hurry to catch up. She glanced around and saw the two of them, Tokai and Minami, right hands both raised, waving farewell. Instinctively she waved back.

“Come this way,” Sasai said and walked off quickly, noiselessly.

The next room—and the next one after that—all had identical bookshelves along the walls, each packed full of books, and within the larger rooms, bookshelves in the middle as well.

After passing through most of the library, they arrived at the last room, one with no visible exit.

Meaning they had arrived at the very end of the first floor.

Yet Sasai walked to the very back of the room… toward the bookshelves, in other words, and came to a halt in front of them.

“It’s behind this. Where your first job is,” he explained.

“Huh? But you can’t go any farther,” Otoha exclaimed.

“Not true. It’s behind here.”

When she didn’t seem to get it, Sasai made a wide gesture with his arms.

“Open up, door!” he intoned.

What the heck is he up to? A grown man acting like a child!… She looked back and forth between him and the bookshelf, thoroughly perplexed.

And sure enough the bookshelves began to clatter open, left and right.

And there really was a room behind them.

“You gotta be kidding me,” Otoha murmured.

The only time she’d ever seen anything like this was in foreign dramas where rich people had safe rooms.

“… You were just thinking how childish I am, weren’t you,” Sasai said.

Otoha no longer had the strength to deny it. She nodded weakly.

“At least I didn’t say Open sesame. You should give me that much.”

He smiled broadly for the very first time.



PREVIOUSLY, OTOHA HAD BEEN working in a bookstore in a train terminal building in the far-off northern Tohoku area.

I want to have a job that involves books… that had been her longtime dream. In college she’d majored in Japanese literature and had even written a paper on the author Osamu Dazai for a modern Japanese literature seminar. She obtained certificates to teach Japanese in schools, as well as calligraphy. She wanted to qualify to be a librarian, too, but couldn’t manage it after moving from the countryside to live by herself in the city. She hadn’t taken out any student loans, but she knew her parents were sending her support from their meager resources, so she took on a part-time job to help make ends meet.

After she failed to pass the teacher’s employment exam in her hometown, she tried to find a job involving books—at publishers, book distributors, chain bookstores—any place she could think of, but nothing panned out. She was offered a job at a manufacturing company her college had introduced her to, and passed, but she was dying to work with books, even if it was a part-time job, so she turned down the company’s job offer. She went back to her hometown and became a contract employee at a bookstore.

Her parents were concerned. “You managed to go to a college in Tokyo, so shouldn’t you work for a large company at least once? New graduates have only one chance to get a good job. How is this job at a bookstore any different from a part-time one?”

“I want to do work I like,” she parried when she began the job. “Don’t worry, of course I’m going to keep on looking for something permanent too!”

At the interview at the bookstore, she ardently declared that she Loved novels! and happily was assigned to the literature section of the bookstore.

She enjoyed working at a bookstore in a station terminal building, though gradually the job made her exhausted, physically and mentally. Working overtime was a given, as was the paltry salary. But more than that, she and the mid-forties male manager didn’t get along at all. He’d been sent from the bookstore’s headquarters, and from the start he liked to categorize the staff members into two groups, as either cheerful or gloomy, and this odd way of thinking led him to only speak directly with those whom he found cheerful.

For better or worse, Otoha fell into his cheerful category. “You have such a bright smile, Ms. Higuchi,” he commented. All well and good, but it became a burden, with the manager often saying, “Cheerful Ms. Higuchi can do it,” assigning her time-consuming jobs, and larger tasks to do. She was afraid if she were seen as gloomy she’d lose her job, so she forced herself to act as bright and upbeat as she could despite all the extra work.

Customers often had ridiculous complaints, but when they did, the manager shoved them onto Otoha to deal with. For a job she should be enjoying, her dissatisfaction grew by the day.

Low sales also forced a reduction in shelf space for literature and Otoha had a run-in with the head office about it. When she reported the head office’s request to the manager, his reaction was “You’re being so gloomy, Ms. Higuchi. That’s not like you!”

After this, she decided she didn’t want to want to work at the store anymore.

From that day on he never spoke to her. Another incident also happened that she was involved in, making it even harder to continue working there.

The manager, of course, did nothing to back her up.

Ever since she started the job, she’d been posting anonymous messages on social media as a bookstore employee. At first, they were full of her hopes for the job, but before long she found herself using it as a forum to air her complaints and troubles. Around the time she was thinking of quitting, she received a DM from someone who’d read her posts.


Hello. I’ve been reading your Tweets. My handle is Seven Rainbows. I always can feel how much you love books, especially novels. I understand you’re thinking of changing jobs. I’m sorry to hear that. If you don’t mind, I may be able to introduce you to another job dealing with books. I wonder if you’d be interested.



Her honest reaction was a mix of happiness and suspicion.

Of course, she’d be happy if she could continue working with books. That went without saying. Yet the whole thing sounded sketchy. Very much so.

Before long, though, another DM arrived.


I run a small library on the outskirts of Tokyo. The library doesn’t have a set name. If you need to refer to it, please call it The Night Library. Actually, it’s open only at night, from 7 to 12 a.m. The workday is from 4 p.m. to 1 a.m., with a one-hour break included.

Our holdings don’t include books found in ordinary libraries. Instead our books are all those from the personal collections of deceased writers, which are donated to us after their passing, and our main work is to display them and organize them. Patrons are allowed to view these, but as a rule we don’t lend any out. We call ourselves a library but in actual fact we’re more like a book museum.

We can’t pay much in salary, only about ¥150,000 a month take-home pay, but there’s a dorm behind the library, admittedly a bit ramshackle, and you can live there for free. Utilities you’d pay for yourself, but Wi-Fi is free. And the building has AC and gas stoves. If you’d like to see it, I can send you a floor plan.



As she read this, Otoha felt like pinching herself.

The pay was, indeed, low, but the other conditions weren’t bad. It might be in the suburbs of Tokyo, but it still made her happy that she might be able to live there.

But what attracted her the most was the notion of dealing with writers’ own personal collections. These were the books not just written by the author themselves, but all the books that an author owned and might’ve read throughout their lifetime, books that might’ve inspired that author’s own love for reading.


If you’re interested, please get in touch.



She was bewildered, unsure what to do, but went ahead and replied. A reply came back immediately with a Zoom link and a time for an online interview.

The other thing that surprised her was that the Zoom interview was audio only, with the interviewer’s voice filtered through a voice changer. Throughout the interview the other person, calling himself or herself the owner, sounded like an older man involved in some dodgy kidnapping scheme.

But what kept her from giving up on the job were the glimpses, behind the weird voice, of the speaker’s obvious affection for literature.

“Please talk to me about books,” the owner asked.

“Books…”

“What you read as a child, the books you’ve encountered since, what books you’re reading at present. Those sorts of things.”

“Well, how much should I say? This might get pretty long.”

“I don’t mind at all. Tell me everything. From the very beginning. Like you’re talking about everything you’ve ever read.”

This threw Otoha for a moment. But this person with the weird, muffled voice was a wonderful listener. The owner listened to her intently, reacting warmly at times to what Otoha had to say. This person must be quite erudite, Otoha thought as they spoke. I’ve never enjoyed talking with anyone this much, or learned so much! The owner had read almost all the books Otoha mentioned, and when Otoha mentioned a new one said, “Just a moment, I’d like to read that one too,” and apparently jotted down the title. What a sincere person, Otoha thought. When they don’t know something they honestly admit it.

Otoha was growing fond of this owner and was sure she wanted to work under them.

Over three hours went by in a flash.

“… You passed,” the owner said.

“Excuse me?”

“I’d love for you to come work at our library, Ms. Higuchi… If you’re alright with it, that is.”

Otoha felt, for the very first time, that the world accepted her.

The owner had never asked her why she’d left her job at the bookstore, and Otoha felt relieved she didn’t have to explain the reason.



BEHIND THE BOOKSHELVES LAY a slumbering cave.

Or at least that’s the feeling Otoha got from the unadorned room with its walls painted black.

Cardboard boxes lay stacked up along the sides, with three desks lined up in a U shape, a computer on top of each. Two older women stood in front of these.

Like the others they both wore black aprons. One woman was heavyset, and had on a long dark red dress with a fine flower pattern. The other woman was slim and wore camouflage-patterned shirt and trousers. In places where there weren’t cardboard boxes at their feet, there were stacks of books up to the two women’s ankles.

“This is…?” Otoha ventured.

“As I mentioned, it’s the section where collections are processed,” Sasai said. “You can call it the collections processing room.”

“I see.”

“And these are Ako and Masako.”

The two women bowed deeply.

“I’m Ako.”

“I’m Masako.”

The one in the dress was Ako, the one in the shirt, Masako.

“I’m Otoha Higuchi. Very nice to meet you.”

Otoha bowed deeply too.

“My, you’re so polite.”

“So this is the young lady?”

Ako and Masako’s words overlapped.

“Newly hired people learn the ropes by working here first,” Sasai said. “Collection processing is, you could say, the heart, or maybe the brain, of the library… Anyway, it’s the most important place. You could say that the entire library rests on these two women’s shoulders.”

Sasai said this solemnly, and Ako and Masako exchanged a look and chuckled.

“We don’t know about that.”

“You’re making us blush.”

Sasai bowed to them and said, “I leave Ms. Higuchi in your hands,” and left the room. On the way out he didn’t say Open, door! but the door opened automatically anyway.

Otoha blankly watched him leave as Ako said, “Ms. Higuchi,” in a calm voice. “Did you just arrive here today?”

“That’s right.”

“Then you must be tired.”

Before she could say “Not at all,” Masako interjected with a “She’s young, and healthy, after all. Don’t lump her together with the likes of us!”

Somehow, both women’s words fit how Otoha was feeling. She was tired, true enough, yet it was also true that she could push herself a little more. So she left her response vague, a smile somehow plastered on her face as she looked at each of them in turn.

“Well okay, then.” Masako smirked wryly as she looked at Otoha.

“Anyway, we’ll give you a quick summary of what the work involves and have you try it with us.”

“Sure, thank you!” Otoha said.

Ako took a black apron out of a locker in a corner of the room.

“This is our uniform, you might say,” Ako said. “Work clothes. You can wear whatever you like but when you’re working keep this apron on over it. Only the manager, Mr. Sasai, doesn’t wear one, except when he’s behind the reception desk.”

“Well, he also goes out to meet people,” Masako added. “The aprons are convenient, though, and keep your clothes from getting dirty.”

“That’s right.”

“Black’s a bit subdued but it goes with any kind of clothes, and when we meet with the surviving family members it comes across as formal, without having to wear proper mourning dress.”

I see, Otoha thought. So that’s why they chose black.

“Regular size should be okay I would think.”

“Yes. That would be fine,” Otoha said.

Otoha took the apron Ako handed her and put it on. The apron was a bit oversized, and even after adjusting the tie around her neck it was a little baggy.

Otoha glanced at the women and noticed that both of their aprons fit perfectly. Ako was heavyset but hers didn’t look overly tight, while Masako was so thin her nickname might well be The Wire, and yet the material didn’t hang loosely at all.

As Otoha looked back and forth between the two, Masako chuckled. “Ah, so you noticed. We’re the only two who had our aprons form fitted. Ako’s good with her hands and with sewing, so she took them in and let them out as needed so they’d fit us better.”

Ako chuckled too.

“Young people can wear clothes that are a bit too big or too small and still look attractive, but for much older folks if they don’t fit just right it looks ugly.”

“Cool.”

Oops, wrong word. Otoha’s hands flew to her mouth in embarrassment. She shouldn’t be this informal with older people.

“We’ll take yours in, too, sometime to make it fit better.”

“Are you—sure?” Otoha asked.

“Sooner or later.”

“Shall we get to it then?” Masako said firmly.

“Okay!”

“I’m sure you’ve heard about the library from the owner?”

Ako opened a cardboard box at her feet.

“Some of it, yes,” Otoha said.

“To review, this library takes the collections of writers—mainly novelists—after they’ve passed, to preserve them and put some of the books on display. Not just books those writers wrote themselves, but all the books they ever owned, read, and collected in their lifetime.”

“Yes, I was told that.”

“Some writers themselves will leave their collections to us, or donate them while they’re still alive as they organize their books. In other cases after the writer has passed, their families aren’t sure what to do with their collections and leave them with us.”

Masako took over from Ako. “At any rate, we’re sent a large amount of books every month, which are first gathered in this room, where it’s our job to organize them.”

“I see.”

“In actual fact, though, we have way too many books,” Masako said, arms folded, “and we are storing those of recently deceased writers in an offsite storehouse.”

“Oh…”

Masako picked up a seal from the top of a desk and showed it to Otoha.

“This is what we call a collection seal. We stamp this in the inside back cover of all the books. Some of these stamps are also ones that writers chose while they were still living, while we make other stamps after consulting with their families after they’ve passed. Generally, we make seals we think the writers will like, with the rule, though, being that they include the writer’s full name so you can tell at a glance whose book it is. Otherwise, it could lead to trouble later on.

“At first it was more haphazard, freer, with, for instance, an author’s first name only below an illustration, and ones written in cursive that was hard to read, all sorts of variations. I mean we always know whose are whose, though.

“What I’m saying is that this process is very important, so make sure to stamp them precisely. Today, why don’t we start by having you do this task for us.”

“Alright,” Otoha said.

That’s it? Stamping books? Though relieved, Otoha couldn’t help feeling a bit let down as well.

“Mmm?” Masako said, as if reading Otoha’s expression. “This is a critical part of the work, you know.”

“It’s okay, I don’t mind,” Otoha said.

“And it’s not as easy as it looks,” Ako said.

Otoha took a seat at the desk and began stamping books. And sure enough, until you got the hang of it, it was harder than she’d thought.

You needed to make sure the hard wood seal had enough ink, evenly distributed, otherwise it wouldn’t come out right. The two women were gentle in their directions except when it came to making sure she stamped cleanly and straight—this was nonnegotiable. And if you shut the book right way after stamping it the seal smudged on the facing page. The first few times Otoha tried it, the women hovered close, supervising. After stamping a book, you needed to insert a special sheet of blotting paper.

It took more strength to press down evenly than Otoha had imagined. And it indeed was tiring.

“Keep on stamping, and I’ll explain the process more,” Masako said as she saw Otoha was getting the knack of it.

“Okay.”

“The books that are stamped are inputted into a databank. The title, author’s name, the edition, the year of publication are all inputted. And you need to glance through each volume and note down if it contains any handwritten marginal notes. This is all preserved online, but only on the intranet, in-house, since our policy is for books to not leave the library. If other people want to see the materials and information they have to come here.”

“I understand.”

“After we’ve organized an author’s collection, we keep the information not only in digital form, but in a book devoted to each author.”

“Really?”

“Like this.”

Masako took out a book and showed her. A simple dark red volume with the name Taeko Nagamine written in gold lettering on the cover. An author Otoha had never read. She had the feeling, though, that she’d seen an article on the author’s passing sometime last year. A writer who’d debuted in her teens but hadn’t published anything in quite some years.

“These books are shelved on the second floor. Each and every volume nicely bound.”

“That’s amazing.”

“It’s the least we can do when they’re kind enough to donate their collections to us.”

“Some authors owned a massive number of books, while for some they had barely enough to fill a single volume.”

Ako laughed.

“Those types are in the minority, though.”

“Nowadays with the rise of digital books, print books are decreasing, so I imagine dealing with e-books the author owned will become an issue.”

“I would think so.” Otoha nodded, her hands never resting.

“The books that have been processed, whose data have been recorded, are divided into those we put onto the shelves outside or those we keep in the stacks inside. We don’t want to have multiple copies of the same book on the shelves, so the books of some authors’ personal collections that duplicate our existing holdings are stored in the stacks.”

“If you do that, then don’t you end up with dozens of copies of the donated book?”

“We do.”

Masako pursed her lips.

“Which is both an important point, but a headache, too. We get a lot of precious old volumes and out-of-print books, but recently we received many books that have only just been published, with the owner telling us we have to save them all.”

“I see.”

“The owner said it’s because for the author and his family, for fans and researchers, each and every book that passed through the author’s hands is one of a kind.”

“I can understand that.”

“The owner apparently said we should treat all the books like they’re lovers of ours who’ve passed away. But even we if put them in storage, there’s a limit to how much can fit.”

“That makes sense,” Otoha said.

“Someday it will be all full. And then what do we do?… I think the only thing will be to get rid of them.”

“But the owner does have a point, maybe two or three, actually,” Ako said, rolling her eyes. “The day might come when a deceased author becomes really popular, right? Like one of the books is made into a film, wins a film prize, and get noticed worldwide, or maybe wins some other kind of prize. Then this place will be packed.”

“It’s hard to know these days why certain things take off. Famous people’s social media, for instance, or TV shows,” Otoha said, nodding deeply. When she’d worked at the bookstore she’d seen this occur.

“But that kind of thing happens very, very rarely… Like, at a rate of one in hundreds of thousands. Easier to win the lottery,” Masako said, dismissing the idea. “And also for fans and researchers, every book owned by a writer is precious. A notation in the margins or a single turned down corner of a page could be a step forward in their research.”

“Ah, so Ako-san, were you by chance a Japanese literature major?”

“I was! How did you know?” Ako asked.

“Because that’s the way people in Japanese literature departments who’ve written a research paper think.”

“I guess—you did that, too?”

“That’s right!” Otoha exclaimed.

Otoha and Ako instinctively slapped a pair of high fives, Masako looking on and smiling wryly again.

“Well, there is a higher probability of these books being useful to a researcher than them winning a film prize,” Masako said, reluctantly admitting the point.

After 10:00 p.m., Minami Enokida came in from the second-floor reception desk.

“Good job, everyone,” she said.

“You too,” Ako replied.

“I’ve come to take Otoha to get something to eat.”

“Right. It’s been three hours, so about time to take a break,” Masako said, glancing up at the clock on the wall. She then turned to Otoha. “Why don’t you go have the staff dinner now?”

“Oh—okay, but…”

Was it really okay to leave these senior staff members to carry on working and take a break by herself?

“I brought my own bento, so I’ll eat here when it’s the right time,” Ako said.

“And I’ll go to eat when everyone else is finished. I want to eat by myself,” Masako said.

The two women were clear on this. When it came to meals, they seemed set in their ways.

“And you can leave after you eat.”

“Alright, but…” Otoha hesitated.

She’d heard from Mr. Sasai that the library was open from 7:00 p.m. to midnight, and that the work schedule was from 4:00 p.m. to 1:00 a.m., with a one-hour break.

“You’re not used to the work yet, Otoha, and you’ve just come all the way from Tohoku. You should go home and rest up. You need to unpack, too, I imagine.”

“You should.” Ako nodded.

Otoha was a bit tense now, so she didn’t feel tired, but she knew that if she went back to her room she’d probably collapse.

“Are you sure…?” she asked.

Was it really alright? She glanced at Minami, who was smiling broadly and nodding. Ako and Masako’s expressions told her Minami’s smile was genuine.

Otoha had long been sensitive to people’s expressions at her workplace. They might tell her to “Go ahead and take a break,” but when she did, her colleagues gossiped behind her back: What an inconsiderate person. Doesn’t she know we’re suggesting that just to be polite? Usually people would tell the more senior staff to take a break first, wouldn’t they? So she was perpetually doubtful if what others told her reflected their true feelings.

“Of course. Go right ahead,” Masako said, nodding deeply.

“Then I guess I’ll do that… but if it’s okay…” Otoha had just thought of something. “Would it be possible for me to sit at the reception desk?… Just a little… just for a little while is fine, really. I’d like to get a feel for the library.”

Otoha suggested this hesitantly, but Minami assented right away. “Of course, that would be fine. The timing’s just right. After we eat, I’m taking over from Mr. Tokai there, who you met alongside me earlier, so let’s go sit together.”

“Talk about motivated,” Masako said, commending her. “But don’t overdo it the first day so you don’t regret it later on.”

“I won’t. Well, I’ll be going then,” Otoha said.

As she and Minami exited the room, she couldn’t help glancing back at the space between bookshelves they’d passed through.

“Uh…?” Otoha began.

“Yes?”

“How does this entrance and exit work? A little while ago Mr. Sasai said Open up, door! and it opened. Does it really open like that, like magic?”

“Really? Mr. Sasai did that?” Minami burst out laughing. “Imagine—so even he does things like that. No, it’s not like that. Look over there.”

Minami walked back over to the bookshelves and fluttered her hand in front of them. And the bookshelves again slid smoothly apart.

Ako and Masako, inside the room, looked up at them in surprise.

“Sorry. I’m showing Otoha how the door opens.”

“Goodness. Is that what you’re up to?” the women inside said.

“See, there’s a sensor up at the top,” Minami explained. “If you wave your hand like this or let it touch your body, it’ll open.”

“But Mr. Sasai…”

“I’m sure that when he said Open up, door! he touched the sensor.”

Minami turned and walked off toward the second floor.

“Mr. Sasai’s more playful than he seems,” Otoha said.

“That’s a first, believe me. I’m going to tease him about it.”

“Please don’t tell him I told you.”

“I won’t, but I’m sure it won’t take long for him to figure it out.”

“You think?”

“No worries. He doesn’t look happy or laugh much, but by the same token he doesn’t get angry or sad either.”

Is that how it is? Puzzled over this, Otoha trotted after her.

“What happens if a patron touches the sensor?” she asked.

“It’ll open up. They’re all pretty surprised by it.”

“Is it okay for that to happen?”

“Well, it only happens a couple of times a year,” Minami said.

The dining hall was in one corner on the second floor. At the entrance was a wooden sign that said Library Cafe.

The name was a little old-fashioned, or maybe a bit too direct, but inside was, indeed, set up like a simple cafe. On the floor were tables and chairs made of light-colored, natural wood. Several people were enjoying coffee or a light meal, or reading a book.

At the entrance was an old-fashioned ticket-vending machine and several posted menus. Otoha wanted to study them, but Minami strode right past them, so she gave up and followed her in. Minami took a seat at a six-person table in the farthest corner.

“If we come here, you’re bound to see other library staff,” she said.

“Is that right?”

“Because everyone has pretty much the same break time… apart from people at the reception desk.”

Just then, an older man approached.

“You’re both good with the set dinner?” he asked.

“Yes, we are!” Minami answered eagerly. “Thank you as always, Mr. Kinoshita.”

“Right,” he replied and gave a short nod.

“This is Ms. Otoha Higuchi, who just started today.”

“Hello. It’s very nice to meet you.” Otoha stood and bowed.

“Nice to meet you as well,” Mr. Kinoshita said lightly. “Would you like some iced coffee after you eat?”

Iced coffee—in the winter? Otoha had her doubts, but Minami whispered to her, “Mr. Kinoshita’s iced coffee is absolutely delicious,” and Otoha nodded.

Kinoshita seemed another example of a person who was a bit curt, but kind.

“Before he came here, Mr. Kinoshita was a barista at a famous coffee shop in Ginza,” Minami told her as she watched his retreating figure.

“For real?”

“He was sort of the symbol of that coffee shop, but he and the owner had some minor falling out and he was let go. The customers were taken aback by this since they’d always figured he was the owner or manager. That’s how popular he was.”

“Is that right? Did you hear all this from Mr. Kinoshita?”

She asked this since Mr. Kinoshita didn’t seem like the type to go on and on about his past.

“No, not really. He doesn’t talk about that. Mr. Tokai loves coffee, and he said he’d visited that shop in Ginza a number of times. But among coffee afficionados it’s a well-known story and apparently all over the internet.”

“What happened to the coffee shop?” Otoha asked.

“It lost customers for a while, but it’s in a prime location in Ginza. They put in a coffee machine and lowered the prices a little and their customer base has changed from before. I hear it’s doing well again. Some of them apparently think the coffee they have there is still made by Mr. Kinoshita.”

That’s terrible, Otoha thought, but knew it wasn’t so unusual.

As they were talking Mr. Kinoshita returned and placed a tray of plates on the table.

“Wow,” Otoha couldn’t help saying.

On the tray were two plates of a yellowish curry.

“Today’s menu is shirobanba. Monday is shirobanba day.”

“Curry always perks me up.”

Minami nodded.

“What do you mean by shirobanba?” Otoha asked.

“You don’t know?” Kinoshita asked. “You haven’t read it? It’s from Yasushi Inoue’s novel Shirobanba. It’s a re-creation of the curry an old woman in the story cooks. Shirobanba, by the way, are the so-called snow bugs, teeny tiny insects that have a white puff on their wings that looks like cotton. They look like little flakes of snow.”

“I haven’t read it. Sorry.”

Kinoshita said, “I only read it after I came here, so who am I to brag? But it was very interesting.”

“I’ll be sure to read it right away,” Otoha said.

“We must have many copies in our collection,” he said. “You should get them to lend you one. If you take good care of it, it’ll be okay.”

“I’ll do that,” Otoha said.

“Well, let’s eat.”

“Go ahead. Enjoy,” Kinoshita said and left.

Otoha picked up her spoon and took a bite. It was typical curry and tasted good. At first it seemed mild, but then it got spicier, with a unique aroma. I could really get to like this, she thought.

“It’s good, isn’t it?” Minami whispered.

“Sure is.”

The carrots and onions cut in small cubes she recognized, but there was another vegetable, likewise stewed to translucency, she didn’t. When she tasted it, it felt like it would easily fall apart.

“What is this?” Otoha asked. “This vegetable is so soft and fresh…”

She’d never seen this sort of vegetable in curry before.

“That’s daikon radish.”

“Seriously? Daikon?”

Daikon in curry—now that was a first. It worked, surprisingly.

“When Mr. Kinoshita was scouted for this job, the owner made it a condition that he re-create and serve several recipes from novels and essays the owner chose. Since Mr. Kinoshita’s an excellent cook as well as barista.”

“What else is in this?” Otoha asked. “It’s savory, as if there’s meat, but I don’t see any.”

The small cubes of vegetables were front and center, with torn-off scraps of some kind of meat hidden beneath. But this, too, must lend the curry its unique flavor. She raised her spoon and stared at it intently. “Ah—!”

“You get it?”

“It’s corned beef!” Otoha exclaimed.

“Excellent. If you read Shirobanba you’ll find even more details. The meals here change each day of the week. Monday is shirobanba. The meals are only ¥300, including coffee. With the chef from a famous shop in Ginza.”

“No kidding, it’s the best.”

As they ate the curry, a middle-aged man came over.

“Hello, my name’s Tokuda. A pleasure to meet you.” He was a chubby man, wearing round glasses.

“Mr. Tokuda also used to work in a bookstore,” Minami explained. “He joined us about six months ago.”

“I’m Otoha Higuchi.”

In a rush of words, Tokuda said, “I’m ten years older than Mr. Sasai, just an ordinary, low-level employee, while he’s the manager. After I got sick and quit the bookstore I worked at, I took some time off, so I started here only recently. The owner, too, told me to take it easy.”

“I see. It’s nice to meet you,” Otoha said.

Tokuda ordered the dinner from Mr. Kinoshita and went off to get a glass of water.

“Mr. Tokuda’s a nice man,” Minami murmured, “but a bit high-strung, you could say, when it comes to questions of seniority at work… It bothers him that Mr. Sasai is above him here. Other than that, he’s very kind, competent, and a decent person. Since he was hired later, I don’t think there’s a problem that he has a lower rank even though he’s older. The staff here are of all ages—take Ako and Masako, for instance.”

“I can see that.”

“I think he feels good that there’s a person like you, younger than him and hired after him.”

“I wonder…”

Mr. Tokuda came back, a bit fidgety. He brought glasses of water for Otoha and Minami as well.

As she sipped the water, Otoha considered what Minami had said. Other than job titles, Tokuda didn’t seem that concerned about anything else. She’d been worrying that it might be hard to work with someone so focused on rank, but here he was, nice enough to bring a glass of water over for a woman considerably younger than him.

Still, she thought it was best to err on the side of politeness when dealing with him.

As advertised, after their meal iced coffee was served. Very aromatic, but not bitter.

“I think that iced coffee is an absolute must after curry,” Mr. Kinoshita explained. “Just my idea, though.”

“It does go well after curry. It’s delicious.”

“This is cold-brewed coffee. I’ve been extracting it since last night.”

“Is that right? I’ve never had it before.”

“Cold-brewed coffee?”

“I’ve heard the name, but had no idea it tasted this good.”

I never really had the leisure to sit back and enjoy a nice cup of coffee, Otoha thought. When I was a college student, or after I started working, I didn’t have the money, and if I wanted to chat with friends, a chain coffee shop was plenty fine.

“This might be the best iced coffee I’ve ever had,” she said.

“Where did you have the second best?”

“Seven Eleven.”

Kinoshita burst out laughing.

“That makes it worth brewing even more. Seven Eleven’s iced coffee is actually pretty good.”

“I never drank it much until I came here. Coffee, that is,” Mr. Tokuda said. “I never thought it could be this good.”

“Well, men’s opinions don’t concern me that much,” Kinoshita said, overly blunt, and everyone there had a good laugh. Except for Tokuda.



AS PROMISED, AFTER THEIR staff dinner, Otoha got her chance to sit at the reception desk.

“Are you really okay?” Minami asked. “If you get tired just say the word.”

“Al—alright.”

After they’d sat there for a while an elderly lady came in. Her white hair was neatly arranged, and she wore a burgundy-colored coat and had a cane. She wore oversized light-colored sunglasses, and walked rather slowly.

“Good evening,” she said, her voice quavering.

“Good evening, Ms. Ninomiya,” Minami quickly responded. “It’s cold out. Are you alright?”

“Yes. I took a taxi here.”

“Shall I call one for you when you leave?”

“Alright. I’ll tell you when I’m ready.”

As she spoke, Ms. Ninomiya seemed to notice Otoha and turned her gaze to her.

“This is Otoha Higuchi, who just joined us today,” Minami explained.

“So very nice to meet you,” Otoha said, springing to her feet and bowing deeply.

“My goodness, you’re so young. Otoha Higuchi—is your name by any chance the same as Ichiyo Higuchi, except for the one character?”

“Yes, my mother is a great fan. The story she likes best is The Thirteenth Night.” She decided to get it all out before being asked.

“My, that’s a rather sophisticated choice,” Ms. Ninomiya said, slowly leaving the reception area and heading further inside.

“She has a year pass, doesn’t she,” Otoha said.

“You caught that?”

The pass was hanging on a lanyard around her neck and Otoha had quickly spotted it.

“Her name is Kimiko Ninomiya, and she’s a regular,” Minami said. “She lives about a fifteen-minute walk from here, and comes nearly every day to spend time where we shelve Konosuke Takagi’s work. She never looks at other books.”

Konosuke Takagi was a famous novelist of historical fiction. Over twenty years had passed since his death, yet his books continued to sell and be made into movies and dramas.

“Everyone knows this, and I’m sure Ms. Ninomiya talks about it so I don’t think she’ll mind me mentioning it… but she was Mr. Takagi’s lover.”

“What…? His lover?”

Her What? was more brazen than if she’d screamed.

“Shhh!” Minami, smiling, put a finger up to her mouth.

“I’m sorry, but isn’t that insane?”

“It’s startling, for sure. When I first heard it, I couldn’t believe it myself.”

“I’ve read some of Takagi’s works. I really liked his The Shogun Visits series.”

The Shogun Visits was his best-known work and had been made into a drama twice. As the name suggested it involved a shogun who shows up in neighborhoods in Edo, interacts with ordinary people, and resolves their problems.

“You know what? She said that Takagi bought her a small bar in Ginza back in the day.”

“Wow! Sounds like they were lovers for real. Is that all in Wikipedia? Or was it written about in that weekly magazine Friday?”

“No, not at all,” Minami said. “He was a popular author long ago. Back when there was a taboo about writing gossip about writers. Though she did say it was mentioned once in The Truth Behind the Rumors.”

“What’s that?”

“Maybe you don’t know it since you’re so young?” Minami said this though she herself was young too. “It’s a famous magazine from about twenty years ago. It’s not published anymore, but it flouted all the taboos, writing about scandals involving politicians, novelists, and so on. You’ll occasionally find copies among the collections of writers here, and that’s why I found out about it. I think our library has a complete collection of all the issues. All the people in it are ones from the past, but you can find some interesting stuff.”

“Heh!” Otoha exclaimed, again the brazen voice from deep inside her.

“Anyhow, she was Takagi’s lover and comes almost every night to visit his collection. She said that being among his books makes her feel like she’s with him.”

“That’s kind of romantic,” Otoha said.

“She said that since Takagi had a wife and children, the two of them had to keep things quiet while he was alive. Still, if you figure his age, they must have started their affair when Mr. Takagi was getting on in years.”

“Hmm.”

“Anyway, I figure she’s sure to tell you about it. It’s a long story, but listen to her and pretend you haven’t heard it before.”

“Roger that!”

As they were talking, another person glided in. A small, thin old lady wearing a light blue smock. She had a woolen hat and a large face mask, as well as fingerless gloves. They couldn’t see much of her face, but the white hair of her bowl cut showed her age. Her gait was unexpectedly sure as she crossed the room without a glance at the two of them. After a while she emerged pulling a cart loaded with a large vacuum cleaner and mop. The sound of vacuuming soon came from the room where she was. Most likely she was vacuuming dust from the carpet.

“Who was that?” Otoha asked in a break in their conversation.

“Hmm?”

“The woman who just came in?”

“Oh—Ms. Kobayashi?”

“Her name’s Ms. Kobayashi?”

“She’s the cleaning lady.”

“The cleaning person?”

“She always comes around this time.”

“Really? So I should say hello…”

Minami shook her head.

“She never talks to people, and if you talk to her she’ll rarely answer. So just don’t worry about her.”

From a kind person like Minami, this sounded a little cold. Maybe she’d been ignored many times and it had hurt her feelings.

“But she’s not a bad person and does a wonderful job cleaning.” Perhaps noticing Otoha’s expression, Minami hurriedly added this. “She also cleans the common areas in our apartment building. You might run across her sometime at the apartment too.”

“Really?”

“She’s both the library janitor as well as the caretaker of the apartment. So, for instance, if the shared mailboxes are broken she’s the one you tell. Though she’ll probably not answer you.” Minami smiled wryly. “But the next day she’ll have it fixed.”

“I see.”

“So she’s a little curt, but don’t let it bother you.” Minami seemed to be confirming this for herself.

“Ms. Higuchi?” A sudden voice from above made Otoha look up. It was Mr. Sasai.

“I think it’s about time you go to the dormitory,” he said. “It might be best that you rest up today.”

“Oh—thank you very much,” Otoha said.

This being her first day working at the office—working at the library, more accurately—she’d been so excited she hadn’t felt sleepy at all and had actually enjoyed herself. But everyone was suggesting she take a break, so she decided to follow their advice.

“Then I’ll take you to the dorm.”

Mr. Sasai had already been planning to do so from the beginning, since he was wearing a light down coat.

“Thank you so much. But—”

“Yes?”

“I left my coat and bag where Ako and Masako are, so I’ll need to fetch them. And I’d like to say goodbye to them.”

“I’ll wait.”

Otoha started to trot off, and Mr. Sasai said from behind, “You don’t need to run. Take your time.” She instinctively looked back, and he added, “Please don’t run in here. Plus ladies don’t run. Only children and athletes.”

I never saw that comment coming, Otoha mused. Conscious of Sasai’s and Minami’s gaze now, she tiptoed away as quietly as she could.

“Open sesame,” she murmured and entered the room where Ako and Masako were.

“I’m sorry, but I’ll be leaving for today,” she said.

Ako and Masako stood up and looked toward her.

“You came all this way just to say goodbye? You really didn’t need to,” Ako said cheerfully.

“I had to pick up my bag and coat, too.”

“Oh, right.”

“Well, see you later!” Masako called out, her hand emerging from the mountain of books to wave.

“Looking forward to being with you tomorrow.”

“Have a nice rest.”

Otoha bowed several times as she exited the room.



THE APARTMENT WAS ON the grounds of the library. She’d already been told in the second DM from the library about a dorm room being provided for her there.

The property had numerous trees planted in it, like a little park. The old wooden building was out behind the library, so she and Sasai left and went around back. She spotted the apartment right away, a building with a dark blue roof and white walls.

As she walked with Mr. Sasai she looked back, through the trees, at the rectangular gray library building. It felt amazing that such a nondescript building could house such magnificent collections.

“There are eight rooms in the dorm, all of them occupied now,” Sasai explained. “Ako and Masako from the sorting room, Mr. Tokai and Ms. Minami Enokida from second-floor reception, Ms. Mai Kitazato from the first-floor front desk, chef Kinoshita, our other recent hire, Mr. Tokuda… and now you, Ms. Higuchi. You’ll be on the second floor.”

“You don’t live there, Mr. Sasai?” she asked from behind as she pulled along her uncooperative suitcase.
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