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From acclaimed Japanese author Randy Taguchi come four unforgettable stories of

redemption, discovery, loss, and remembrance anchored by one of the world’s holiest peaks.

Mount Fuji has been a source of spiritual inspiration since it was first ascended by a monk over

a millennium ago.“Blue Summit” introduces a former cult member struggling to maintain his

escape from a mountain monastery, seeking solace in the fluorescent lights of the convenience

store he manages. In “Sea of Trees,” three teenage boys who share a fascination with the

metaphysical confront the startling realities of death and despair on their final adventure

together before parting ways for different schools. “Jamila” chronicles a privileged young man’s

descent into disillusionment as he works with a compulsive hoarder to clear her mess. And in

“Child of Light,” a nurse struggles as she comes to terms with her role in the oft-brutal cycle of

birth, life, and death.Throughout the stories, Mount Fuji stands sentinel even as it fades in and

out of view—watching and remembering as it always has.

About the AuthorRandy Taguchi first began writing online in 1996 and soon attracted a large

following in Japan, where she is sometimes referred to as the “Queen of the Internet.” She is a

popular and prolific author, whose work includes a busy blog, fourteen novels, just one of

which — Outlet — has been released in English to date, many short stories, and twenty-one

essays. She is currently supporting the Fukushima Kids’ Summer Camp program, helping

children impacted by the 2011 earthquake, and she released a short story entitled “How Japan

Made the Nuclear Choice” in reaction to the incident. --This text refers to an out of print or

unavailable edition of this title.
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TRANSLATORFOREWORDIf terrorists were to target Japan, what could they destroy to

achieve maximum damage to the national psyche? What do the Japanese cherish and protect

as a spiritual sanctuary? For a great many people, the answer is Mount Fuji.Mount Fuji

occupies a strange and wondrous place in the Japanese imagination. When you set your eyes

on its shining, majestic beauty, you feel a sense of gain for some reason. You can't help but tell

someone that you saw the mountain today, and that it was so lovely to behold. The beauty of

Mount Fuji lifts your spirits, telling you that everything is all right, telling you to choose life.I

wonder how many lives have been saved in this way. How many Japanese hearts Mount Fuji

has inspired with hope for so long now. I wrote this anthology of stories as an expression of my

veneration and appreciation for this life-affirming mountain; it is my personal tribute to

Fujisan.Even as the times change, Mount Fuji continues to remain divine and awe-inspiring

throughout the ages. We keep looking up at it with genuine gratitude in our hearts. And this

simple act, I believe, is in itself a true way to pray.RANDY TAGUCHITHE BLUE SUMMITThe

chime sounded and the automatic door slid open. Cold, fresh air flowed into the store. It was

two a.m., and there were no customers around. When I lifted my head to see beyond the

checkout counter, I saw a man standing there wearing a black motorcycle helmet. For a

moment, I thought I was hallucinating, so I blinked. But he was still there.His body leaned to the

right in a desultory manner. His helmet appeared heavy. In his right hand he held a slender

steel pipe. His face was completely concealed. “Hand over the money,” he said in a singsong

voice. It was nasal and high pitched, like the voice of an extraterrestrial in an animé flick.The

store’s white interior lighting was so bright that it was causing a halation effect. The man had

no shadow and appeared flat. His presence barely registered. He looked cheap, wearing a

navy blue jersey he probably bought from the clothing section of some discount store. It was

fluffy and ridden with fabric pills. He was also wearing a gaudy, droopy rayon-blend shirt. And

one more thing: he was pathetically thin.It was likely due to paint thinner or speed. Whatever it

was, he was sober at that moment. In fact, he must have been insanely sober, having gone to

the trouble of covering his face and equipping himself with a steel pipe to commit robbery.The

man spoke again. “Please keep your mouth shut and kindly hand over the money.” His

pompous tone was wearing me out. He seemed to think he was invincible, convinced he could

frighten me, just because he was wielding a steel pipe, had a helmet on, and was acting

superior. It was the thought pattern of a shallow mind, for sure.“There's no money here,” I

answered, starting to feel silly about dealing with him in the first place. So I walked away from

the cash register and pretended to check on how the steamed buns were coming along. I

shifted my line of sight and spotted Kozue Morishita observing the goings-on from behind the

confectionery shelf. It occurred to me that the only people in the shop were Kozue, this robber,



and myself. Good thing there weren't any customers.“You expect me to believe you?” he asked,

raising the steel pipe in a threatening manner. A Christmas decoration toppled down.“What’s

not there’s simply not there,” I said.Clearly agitated, the man’s head twitched to the right, again

and again. A guy who believes in violence can get pretty restless the moment it fails him. “Now

this here’s a cash register!” he said, raising his squeaky voice and pointing to the register with

his steel pipe.“Just deposited the money at headquarters, so I’m telling you the truth. There’s

nothing here.” I lifted the lid of the steamer and looked inside. The meat buns weren’t ready yet.

When it gets cold outside, they suddenly start selling fast.“Er…what’s a deposit?” He was

being terribly candid, but it certainly wasn’t a question a robber should pose.“What do you

think?” I began to tinker with the displays on the cigarette shelf. Just as before, Kozue was

crouching down and monitoring the situation from behind a shelf full of curry-flavored

snacks.Dissatisfied, the man stepped out of the store but returned immediately. Apparently,

once outside he’d become ticked off at me, his victim. “That’s bullshit!” he shouted, whacking

the photocopier with his steel pipe, which bent instantly. It was all very disappointing to watch:

the pipe must have been made of aluminum and not steel. What a letdown. The photocopier

made a dull thud as the green light inside went on a round trip. “You take me for an idiot, don’t

you?”The pipe fell and rolled across the floor, clanging lightly. The guy then treated himself to

the donation box containing small change, holding it like a greedy dog and shouting, “You’ll be

sorry!” before rushing into the darkness outside. And so departed the bandit who had no

qualms about throwing the world into confusion for the sake of some chump change.I sighed,

pondering the futility of it all. Recent times have seen a rise in the number of such dopes.

Thanks to them, I’ve got more on my plate now than I ever did. Still, what are you going to do?

A job’s a job, so I felt obligated to call the cops and report the incident.Kozue lowered the

shutter of the store in a panic. I didn’t want to close the store, but I suppose it couldn’t be

helped. The handbook of regulations specifically states that in the event a robber sets foot in

the store, we should lower the shutter immediately and stay focused on maintaining the status

quo.The peaceful atmosphere of the convenience store had been disturbed in an instant. That

was a shame. I like it here. This convenience store is my sanctuary. There’s a stillness here

that’s like the stillness you find in the snowy, bleak plains of Siberia. It’s something that the man

was incapable of understanding. But then again, he’s probably incapable of understanding

anything. He simply loses himself in mindless acts of violence, forever remaining clueless to

the value of where he happens to be, and then one day he just dies. What an insect. How can

he call himself human? He disgusts me. He disgusts me in the same way I get disgusted when

I find a rusty grain beetle inside a rice box or see a moth dive into a candle flame.I closed my

eyes to pull myself together lest an insect take possession of my spirit. I recited a mantra in my

mind and cleansed all extraneous, unpleasant vibes out of my system. When I opened my eyes

again, Kozue Morishita stood before the counter. She was looking straight at me with large

eyes. I had no choice but to reciprocate.“You’re tough, aren’t you, chief?” she asked, blushing.

“Most people would be crapping in their pants by now. I mean that was a robber, a real–life

robber!”Kozue Morishita took care of the police, explaining all that was necessary, speaking to

an officer as if she were casually chatting with a friend over a mobile phone, breathlessly

explaining all that had transpired.“So you weren’t able to see the man’s face, then?”“There’s no

way we could have. Like I said, his face was hidden with this humongous helmet he was

wearing.”I just stood there, chiming in now and then. There was nothing to it, but I’m not big on

dealing with the police.After the questioning, the manager arrived in a flurry and we left the

shop, leaving the rest of the matter to him. I was asked to escort Kozue home. Of course I

didn’t mind, but then she said, “I’d like to have a few drinks. Kinda wired, you know.”That was



fine, but it was nearly four in the morning. “Sorry, I don’t indulge in alcohol.”“What? Really?

That’s too bad.”At Denny’s, Kozue had beer and I had coffee.“Mind if I have some french fries

too?” she asked.“No, go ahead.”Kozue had her beer in small sips with her fries. Funny. I didn’t

think she was one to like booze. Every time she brought her glass to her mouth, the skin

around her eyebrows wrinkled up.“So strange,” she said.“What is?”“You, chief.”“Me? You

think?”“Yeah, I’ve been thinking that for a long time now,” she said, her nostrils flaring.“You

were hired just three months ago.”“Yeah, I know, and I’ve been thinking since three months ago

that there’s something peculiar about you.”I fell silent, having no idea about how to respond to

her accusation.Kozue is a part-timer and a quick study. There are two types of part-timers:

those who come to work, and those who come to kill time. Regardless of their educational

background or gender, those who join us for work actually work, and those who don’t have that

objective never change from being the feckless good-for-nothings they really are. You can tell

by their behavior. Kozue is the hardworking type. I heard she’s nineteen. She attends junior

college, but that’s just what she says. Her hair is dyed brown and neatly combed into place. But

sometimes her eyes ooze apathy. That concerned me. They were the eyes of resignation: the

eyes of someone who had suffered defeat in a feud with an arrogant and absolute authority;

the eyes of someone convinced resistance was useless.I’m twenty-nine years old. Kozue is ten

years younger. Outside of work, I didn’t talk to her much, so when I found myself facing her, I

didn’t know how to interact.“Don’t just sit there all silent,” she said. “Say something

sometimes.”Wondering what she wanted me to say, I just said, “Thank you.”She burst into

laughter.A volunteer at rehab once taught me that the best thing to say when you have nothing

to say is “thank you.” He specifically said, “Just say, ‘Thank you.’ That’ll do. Otherwise, if guys

like you just stay silent, you’re going to get misunderstood.”“Thank you for what?” Kozue

said.“For praising me.”“But I haven’t.”“Oh yeah, right.”I drank my coffee. I was rather fed up by

then and wanted to return to my apartment.“See how strange you are?”I saw and said,

“So?”“Huh?”“So what do you think I should do?” If she knew the answer to that, I wanted to

know.“What do you mean?”“If it’s too much trouble, I’ll just think about it myself.”Sometimes

Kozue wilted. That seemed to be happening at that moment. In general, she was self-assured,

but at odd moments, she’d feel blue. I couldn’t tell how blue though. At any rate, if she found my

attitude troubling for some reason, I wished to make amends. She is a good part-timer. She is

intuitive and works properly. Most of the time, she avoids idle talk.“It’s not too much trouble,”

she said.Now she seemed to be on the verge of tears. Perhaps there was something offensive

about the way I spoke. “Is that right?” I said.I became increasingly confused, so I let it go. I

helped myself to another cup of coffee, recommended by the Denny’s waitress. I thanked her. I

drank. I gazed outside the dark window. And then I felt like a fraud, falling into a blue funk,

thinking about the authenticity of my conduct. I became afraid that I was just acting out a role in

the movie of my mind, like that robber was in the movie of his mind, that praying-mantis bozo.I

placed the cup on the table and sighed. I began to feel a sense of loathing, convinced that

everything was part of some grand design, a predetermined harmony, including my own

apparently meaningless actions. It occurred to me that sometimes I spontaneously lose my self-

awareness and switch to automatic pilot. It’s as if my actions are predetermined by some entity,

and I just can’t free myself from its control.“I think it’s okay to be strange.”I was about to

respond to her with a thank-you again, but dismissed the idea. It was turning into a habit.“I like

strange.”Hmm.“In fact, I like it very much. And not in any kind of surprising way, but I mean in

an extreme way, I think.”I was contemplating an alternative to “thank you” when Kozue rose

from her seat and walked out of the restaurant at a brisk pace. I couldn’t understand what had

just happened, but nevertheless, with a half-baked notion to go after her, I rose reluctantly and



paid the check. Since I’d had nothing but coffee, I wondered whether I should visit the

restroom, then stopped wondering and went to relieve myself. Only after that did I bring myself

to walk out of Denny’s. Of course, Kozue was no longer outside. The cold air was biting and I

began to shiver. I realized that I was halfway between being and nonbeing, at a time halfway

between night and morning, vacillating between wanting and not wanting to go after Kozue,

between looking and not looking for her. I just stood there in the dark, restlessly looking

around.My nose became runny. I should have been wearing my down jacket. It was cold. I felt

somewhat as if the darkness around me was a flat surface, and I was attached to it with glue,

feeling awfully flat myself. Then, without warning, Kozue grabbed my arm from behind.“Chief!”

she called out, nuzzling up against me like a cat. In fact, she was pretty forceful about it, so

much so that I began to stagger backward.“Hey, watch it!” I said. “That’s dangerous.”Despite

my plea, Kozue wrapped her arms around my waist and continued to push with considerable

force. Her face was buried in my chest, and I eventually fell backward into Denny’s shrubbery,

landing on my rear. She sat on top of me and began to breathe heavily. I didn’t move, unsure

whether it was okay to touch her, my hands helplessly dangling in the air with no place to park.

My stomach felt squeezed with Kozue’s weight pressing down. The branches of the shrubs

were pricking my neck. It was very cold. My breath was white.A car drove into the Denny’s

parking lot from the national highway. The headlights flickered across my face. The sky was

getting brighter. Daybreak was coming. Still lying down, I began to feel fuzzy headed. This

position was tiring my arms. Why had I collapsed onto shrubbery near a Denny’s restaurant,

especially with this part-timer, Kozue Morishita, sitting on top of me? It was all very mind-

boggling—a strange night. I was comfortable, though, with the fact that the place where her

body met mine was warm.“Aren’t you going to tell me to get off?” she asked. “There you go

again, being strange. I mean, why don’t you tell me to get up? I’m clearly being a nuisance.”

Kozue then crawled up to my chest. I smelled the stench of beer in her breath. This woman

demanded so many answers. I wondered why. She was the one who was being strange. In fact,

she was being considerably strange.“I guess I just don’t like…” I began reluctantly.“Me? You

don’t like me, right?”That wasn’t so. But all I said finally was, “I just don’t like being that

way.”She suddenly hopped back, crushing my stomach before she jumped off. The pain was

acute, making me groan and curl up into the fetal position. It hurt. Moments later, with half-

opened eyes, I saw in slow motion the pale light of dawn, illuminating the interstate highway

and swallowing up Kozue. The cold and the pain made my nose runny again. I was completely

lost.I stood up unsteadily and began to brush the dirt off my pants. It had been a long time

since I last was close to a human being. It occurred to me that raw things were bad for

digestion.The chime sounded and the automatic doors slid open. When I lifted my eyes, that

guy was there again. The humungous helmet looked heavy. His scrawny body, tilted downward

to the right, was swaying back and forth. This time he held a butcher knife in his hand.

Apparently, he had upgraded. He approached the counter slowly.“Your money, darling,” he said

in a swishy bad-guy voice, as he held the edge of the blade in front of my throat. It seemed

alive, glittering with the reflection of the store’s interior lighting. He remained silent, but I heard

him say, “You’re frightened now, aren’t you? Come on, admit it. Show me you’re scared. Hand

over the money as you beg for mercy. Come on! Say you’re sorry! Apologize! Oh, you’re scared

all right. You don’t want to die, do you? Plead for help. Go ahead, say ‘Help me,’ you insect.

Yeah, that’s right, you’re the damn insect: a slug groveling on a flimsy flat surface.”I remained

silent and suddenly dropped into a crouch under the counter. Humans aren’t used to seeing

the object of their attention move downward. What you’re not used to, you can’t react to. That’s

the sorry fate of those who continue to live in the prison of the known—the prison of past



conditioning.The man flinched and I leaped diagonally onto the counter, kicking the butcher

knife out of his hand. The knife whirled round and round in the air and then slid smoothly

across the floor. He was shaken by this sudden turn of events, so I lunged, sat astride him, and

began to thrash his helmeted head against the floor. He struggled, holding onto his helmet, and

I kneed him in his lower abdomen.“Ugh!” he cried, wriggling and squirming on the floor,

convulsing violently. “Ugh, ugh, ugh!”He was going crazy now, and I started to feel sorry for

him, but I knew I had to finish him off. There was no other choice. I stood and took aim at his

helmet and kicked and kicked and kicked. Its connection to his body felt awfully loose. His neck

broke all too soon. But he was still alive, so I stepped on his chest, causing his ribs to break.

The demolition was now complete. He was dead. I heaved a sigh and stretched my back.It was

quiet in the convenience store, despite what had transpired. It was as quiet as a shadowless

snowy field—just a dazzling whiteness all around. I rested my hand on the lifeless man’s

helmet, ready to take a look at the face underneath as I wrenched it upward. But then his head

detached and fell off.“Chief!”My forehead bumped the window in front of me. Turning around

quickly, I saw Kozue with her hand on my shoulder.“You okay? Catch any decent sleep during

the day?”Apparently, I had been having a daydream while sitting and wiping the store window.

“I’m fine,” I said, standing up abruptly and walking to the restroom with a bucket of detergent.

My armpits were dripping with sweat.In my dream, I was violent. I was beating that robber to

death. It felt fine. I wondered whether punching someone was something I really wanted to do,

whether the act would lead to the kind of elation I experienced in the dream. I had never

punched anyone in my life, but if I ever did I figured I would feel that same elation. Violence

surely must lead to a pleasant feeling: it’s why human beings remain unable to abandon it

altogether, to escape its tyranny.I glanced at my face in the mirror. It looked distorted. I felt the

weight of all the anguish that had been smoldering inside me for most of my life. It resurfaced

sometimes, like an old wound. I washed my hands and face, then returned to stand at the

counter. Kozue Morishita was taking care of a customer. Was Kozue part of today’s shift? I

wondered. Upon checking the attendance list, I confirmed that she was indeed part of today’s

shift. What’s more, starting Monday, she was slated to work with hardly any breaks.After the

customer left, Kozue approached and whispered into my ear, “The police called and said they

caught the robber—quite quickly, it seems.” Apparently, she received the phone call while I was

in the washroom. “It was a boy, a junior high student, all to support his drug habit.”Just then,

the vision of yanking off the helmet flashed through my mind. He was just a kid. Those frail-

looking hands and feet, that high-pitched voice—he was only a child. The moment this

realization dawned on me, I began to pity him. I had murdered him in my dream. It was a

terrible and cruel thing to do. In his prepubescent, mindless naïveté, he was only trying to do

what an adult junkie would to quench his desire for money the quick and dirty way—use

violence.“Chief! About this morning? You angry?”I was puzzled.“I’m sorry.”I remembered then

that Kozue had trampled me. But I wondered whether the Kozue now was the same beer-

smelling Kozue who approximately nineteen hours before had been sitting on my stomach. She

seemed like another person. Time had clearly passed, but I had become numb to time. It was a

strange feeling. Time and my sense of time had become two separate entities. They had

decoupled.“Well, if possible I’d like you to refrain from stepping on my stomach next time. It

was painful.”Kozue barely contained her laughter. “I’m sorry. Something came over me. You

must really hate me though. I wouldn’t blame you.”That wasn’t the case at all, so I said so—or

at least I thought I said so, but I wasn’t sure. I may have only muttered something to that effect

in my mind. Sometimes I can’t tell the difference between what I actually say and what I think I

say.“You’re wrong.” This time I spoke carefully, so I believe the message was reliably



conveyed.“Pardon me?” Kozue looked puzzled.A customer entered, went straight to the

magazine section, and started browsing.“You see,” I said, lowering my voice, “in principle I

detest commanding anyone, even if it’s a girl who happens to be sitting on my stomach. I was

averse to saying something like ‘Get off,’ you see.”Just then, another magazine browser walked

into the store. For some reason, many of them appeared around midnight.“So, chief, you’re

saying that even if an elephant steps on you, you’re going to remain stepped on until it moves

of its own volition?”I couldn’t go on talking with her. If I did, I was sure a chemical attraction

would arise and threaten to destroy the equilibrium of the place. I fell silent. And so did she.

Customers must not be allowed to detect any level of intimacy between us. The inorganic

serenity of this convenience store would be lost if there was even a hint of a liaison. It would

contaminate the sterile purity of the place—this ambience, which is equidistant to everything

and neither cold nor warm, just like the expanses of a white field. This is what I’m trying to

protect.Customers began to come in nonstop, and we had to attend to our duties. Before I

could talk to Kozue again, her shift ended and she excused herself to catch the last train

home.The next part-timer working the night shift was a young man with angry eyebrows. He

was in a band, and he belonged to the category of part-timers who came in here to kill time.

Although his eyebrows were always shaved off and penciled in, he regrettably didn’t have any

artistic sense whatsoever. Without that, you shouldn’t do your face, in my opinion.

Nevertheless, be it eyebrows or work attitudes, it all comes down to personal taste in the end.

As long as a part-timer doesn’t get unnecessarily intimate with me, I’m fine. That’s my only

requirement for a part-timer working in this store. That’s what’s most important to me. Whether

it’s with a customer or a part-timer, I’m against becoming clingy with anyone. Of course, it’s not

right to be curt or inhospitable, but at the same time, being too amiable or pleasant isn’t the

answer either. This is a convenience store. Here, there’s no need for intimacy. For those of us

who quietly seek the white light in the midnight hours, emotions turn out to be a noisy magnetic

field. The convenience store can be a vacuum, devoid of that magnetic field: a place where

life’s tug-of-war can’t wear you down. That, to me, is what the ideal convenience store is.There

was a time when I too used to while away the midnight hours browsing magazines in a

convenience store. And that’s why I instinctively understand the people who gather here. I have

empathy for them. The store’s open twenty-four hours and it’s menacingly bright. There’s no

darkness. It’s all so gloriously digital. While intimacy and a sense of reality are effectively

absent in the store, a minimum degree of comfort is always guaranteed. The convenience store

is stabilized on a low-energy wavelength: it never betrays you.In a convenience store, you can

silently snuggle up to the void. You don’t want to bury the void, because you can’t. For whatever

reason, if you have a hole opened up deep inside you, all you can really do is peer through it.

Once you start to try to bury the hole, you’ll have to transfer an endless quantity of things into

it, so good luck with that. It’s the void after all, you know. It’s infinite. You might as well just sit by

its side and coexist. That’s all you can do.The reason I became a store clerk in a convenience

store was that I believed the one thing I could achieve in this world was the creation of the

quintessential convenience store. As long as I’m manning the store, I want it to be a place

where people can browse with peace of mind. That’s what I’m thinking these days.It took me

four years to realize what my raison d’être is. It’s to snuggle up to the void. To that end, I need

to guard the sanctity of the space of the ideal convenience store.Six a.m. I finished my shift,

changed my clothes, and stepped outside, when my arm was again grabbed from behind. It

was Kozue Morishita. She appeared out of nowhere and said, “Well, chief. What a coincidence.

How about some tea? I’d like to apologize about yesterday, so it’s my treat.”She’s tenacious like

a puppy, I thought, while also wondering whether she had been waiting in front for me all this



time—for five hours.“Thanks, but I’d like to go home.” I couldn’t understand why Kozue desired

to get involved with me. Still, I needed to avoid anything raw. It’s bad for the stomach.“Ah, come

on. Don’t say that. It’ll just be for a while. I know this great place where they serve excellent

octopus fritters.” Kozue slightly smelled of beer.“Is this place open at six a.m.?”“Hmm, now let’s

see, six in the morning…I think so, but then again, maybe not.”Of course it wasn’t. “Listen,

Morishita. I’ll take you home by cab.”Hearing my words, Kozue became frightened like a child

and retreated. “Am I being a pest? I am being a pest. I just know I am.”“You’re not being a pest.

Just incomprehensible.”“I know I’m troubling you, but I can’t seem to stay away. I’ve been

watching you, chief. I feel you and I are of the same color—kindred spirits, you know. Just

seeing you gives me relief. I was happy just working together and being near you. But, over

time, I began to want to get a little closer. But then again, I just didn’t know how to do that.”I

gulped in confusion, holding back my urge to again say, “Thank you.” Kozue appeared

unusually serious. I could sense she was determined to stay away from home.“I don’t want to

go home. Because when I’m there I just want to die,” she said. “I just want to slit my wrists.”I

instantly glanced at her wrists, but she happened to be wearing long sleeves, so I couldn’t tell

whether they were scarred or not.“Couldn’t I stay with you? Just for a little while?”I got

annoyed. But standing right before me was a human being who was apparently suffering so

much that she wished to die. Abandoning such a person would be a questionable act.A light

rain began to fall from a gray sky. I sighed and reluctantly began to walk with Kozue, who

followed behind like a puppy. We trudged through a shopping center in the morning haze, side

by side, getting wet. The passersby we came across were all wet as well, including a

newspaper boy and an elderly male jogger. The more we walked in the rain, the more it

seemed that our body temperatures were aligning with each other’s. And with the temperature

of the rain.We arrived at my apartment in about fifteen minutes. It was an old three-story,

reinforced-concrete tenement. My place was a corner unit on the third floor. I tried leading

Kozue up the concrete stairs at a snail’s pace, delaying the inevitable as much as possible. But

once we reached the apartment, I gave up and unlocked the door to let her in.I turned on the

light and invited her over to the six-mat kitchen-cum-living room at the end of a narrow corridor.

The room seemed surprised, sensing the signs of another presence. Its magnetic field

changes whenever it detects a man and a woman together within its confines. My personal

effects also appeared agitated.“All I’ve got is coffee,” I said.“Anything’s fine.”I turned on the gas

stove. The flames danced imperfectly. The room became warmer and the windows began to

fog. As the water boiled, Kozue walked around the kitchen. For some reason, this person, who

had been entertaining a death wish not too long before, was cheerful now.“Have a thing for

Mount Fuji, chief?” she asked, marveling at the many photographs of the mountain on

display.“Yeah, well, guess you can call me a Mount Fuji buff.”I have various things related to the

mountain, including magazine cutouts, items bought from street vendors in Harajuku, a

collection of photographs, vistas with a view of Mount Fuji, pictures of Mount Fuji, and, filling up

an entire wall, a mural of Mount Fuji.“Yeah, you’re strange, all right. I’ve never seen so many

photographs of the mountain in my life. It’s fascinating though. Mount Fuji’s kinda cool.”“You

think?”“I mean, like, take a look at this one. A convenience store and Mount Fuji. That’s

awesome!”Kozue was gazing at a collection of photographs displayed on a rack. “That’s from a

collection titled Earthly Fuji, shot by a person called Shinya Fujiwara. He took a lot of pictures,

showing glimpses of the mountain in commonplace scenes. That one showing Mount Fuji and

the convenience store happens to be my favorite.” It showed the convenience store at dusk,

with Mount Fuji looming in the background.“Looks like a composite shot.”“When Mount Fuji’s in

the picture, all photographs look like composites.”“Wonder why?”“Don’t know.”Kozue turned



around with a straight face. “Why Mount Fuji?”Why Mount Fuji, indeed? That required a

complex explanation. “An acquaintance of mine used to like Mount Fuji.”“And did this

acquaintance perhaps pass away?”“Ahh…” Iida had died five years ago.“Was this person a

woman?”“No.”“That’s a relief.” Kozue flashed a smile and laughed. “I’d have no chance of

winning if it were a woman.”I didn’t understand what Kozue was saying. As far as words go,

there are two kinds in my book: words used for conveying some meaning, and words used for

other purposes. I am able to understand words used for conveying one matter or another, but I

am unable to understand words used for any other end. Or it may be that I refuse to

understand. Perhaps I’m afraid to understand. I don’t know. Not understanding is a rather

unpleasant feeling—something gets entangled and clings to my body. To deal with people

whose words I don’t understand, I have a strategy. Such words are a curse.I wondered how I

appeared in Kozue’s eyes. She had turned gloomy and had suddenly wilted again.“I’m sorry,”

she said. “It’s just a habit of mine. I’m paranoid that people won’t find me likeable, so I always

try to compensate by flirting, you see. When I’m with a man, I become scared and tense, and

before I know it I’m flirting. But I know my flirting doesn’t have any effect on you, chief. But then

again, that’s why I feel safe: my flirting doesn’t have any effect on you. Only a small part of me

has an effect on you. Whenever I say anything that doesn’t ring true, you choose not to

understand. Other than what’s necessary to you, you filter everything out. I’ve never met

anyone like that.“You know why I started this part-time job? It’s not because I wanted to work

per se. I just wished to kill as much time as possible outside of my home. Because when I’m

home alone, it hurts. It hurts so much it gets unbearable. I start to think that the world would be

better off without me. I tell myself, ‘Disappear. Just go somewhere nobody sees you, nobody

needs you. You’re that worthless as a human being, why go on living? Life’s wasted on you. It’s

useless.’ But you know what, chief? You see very well. I can tell. You keep a constant eye on

every corner of the shop, observing everything that happens inside that convenience store

including me, and I feel protected because of that.“Of course, I’m probably just being all self-

absorbed and a nuisance to you, but ever since I began this part-time job, I began to feel very

protected, so I felt my spirits lifting a little. I guess I wanted to be watched over quietly by

someone, but with intensity—you know, like with a steady gaze. Is that strange?”I don’t know

why, but I didn’t think so, so I shook my head.“Although you don’t say much, and although I

really don’t understand you that well, to me you’re someone who puts my mind at ease. You

don’t complain or find fault or monkey around with things. I’ve never met anyone like you,

chief.”“Thank you.” There, I said it.“You’re welcome.”Kozue shrugged, as if unsure, and fixed a

steady gaze on me. I reciprocated.When two people stare at each other, you can’t help but feel

obligated to say something, and when eyes lock, you have no idea when to disengage. To this

day I remain unsure about the right timing of this.“I hate to be imposed on,” I said, “so I keep it

in mind not to impose on others myself.”“Uh-huh.”“And I want to maintain the convenience store

as a space that’s as quiet as possible and free of stray thoughts. And because I believe there

are people in this world who need the kind of space where human emotions are undetectable, I

wish to secure such a space.”
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John De Perczel, “4 introspective shorts. I found this work to be pretty enjoyable, though I tend

to agree with other reviewers that Japanophiles, especially those who have spent some time in

Japan, will get the most mileage out of it. This is mostly because the book relies a lot on a

background knowledge of day-to-day life in that country--I can imagine being pretty bewildered

without at least some cursory knowledge of how daily life goes on there.Also agree with other

reviewers' critiques of the translation here. Apparently this is this translator's first "literary"

translation, and I'm afraid it shows in awkward choices for some things would should probably

just be transliterated, while others would be preferable if presented in a more standard, less

slang-y fashion.I have to say the emotional content of these stories is pretty high, and I found

them all engaging in different ways. This seems strange because the characters telling the

story never directly appeal to the reader for empathy in any real sense--I can't say I found any

one of them especially endearing or sympathetic. Yet the stories are pretty gripping, in their

own way, and I think they do a good job of giving some insight into life in contemporary Japan,

now nearly 20-years into a recession with no end in sight.Overall, this is short, easily digestible

collection that would benefit from being a bit more accessible and cleanly translated.”

deb whis, “Japanese Culture?. While I stories rather on the daark side (several times I thought

of the possible comments that could have/would have ben made by college psych profs)

Taguchi's use of language is marvelous: flowing, drifting like a cool summer river. Not knowing

much about Japanese culture, I often wondered if my own western culture bias kept me from

fully understanding the events and thoughts of the 4 main characters. Even so, the book was

unusual in the word pictures painted and the ideas developed.”

Cheree, “Thoughtful, original stories with great characters. Not for those who are looking for

action or excitement though.. These were very interesting and original stories. They were not

like any short stories I have read before. They were very thoughtful in their nature. If you are

looking for stories that are action packed these stories are not for you but if you like original

stories with interesting well-developed characters, than you will like this book.”

Eulogia Rodriguez, “A different read. Each short story in this book was excellent, the story

kept you interested and when you finished each one you had a lesson learned. Each story

dealt with a different topic, but the heart of each was that we are resilient. Uplifting, so glad I

read it.”

ARPH, “Dark Collection of Stories. The common thread in these stories is a proximity to Mt.

Fuji. It dominates the lives of the people both physically and spiritually. It gives interest insight

into Japanese culture.  It's well written, although a little depressing.”

Jazmin, “It moved something deep inside me. The three stories were compelling and

extraordinary. I love Japan but had never given much thought to Mt Fuji. It really is a big deal

and it should be, it's an extraordinary mountain worth visiting. Jamila specifically was so strong



a story out really perturbed me. All of them are worth rereading again and again.”

txredd, “An effort to read but I'm glad I did.. Four thoughtful and moving short stories set in the

shadow of Mount Fuji. The translation was jarring at first, but I grew accustomed to the

awkward language. I found the characters intriguing and wanted to learn more about them. It

wasn't a smooth read, but I'm glad I kept at it.”

S. Emmett, “A tour de force. I loved this collection of short stories (actually they are more

novellas) and much credit must go to the translator. Taguchi really explores the minds of the

characters and presents us with uncomfortable facts about our own lives and attitudes. The

story of the nurse from the abortion clinic, the hoarder's house, and the teenagers in the forest

on the slopes of Fuji will stay with me forever.”

pat dowling, “Mount fuji. Short stories, each somehow linked to mount Fuji. I chose it because

having visited Japan I am interested in Japanese culture and way of life. Each story takes a

different aspect of life in Japan and reveals philosophies at odds with European ideas. I

recommend it for anyone interested in Japan although it may have lost something in the

translation.”

Stuart, “Strange subtle fascinating. I found this hard to follow at times, a strange interface

between the things I have experienced in my western life and things that are clearly Japanese.

Yet strangely rewarding”

Dave, “An unusual collection of stories. An unusual and typically Japanese collection of stories,

which I greatly enjoyed. If you are familiar with the works of Haruki Murakami, you will enjoy

these stories.  They're not quite in Murakami's league, but well worth a read”

The book by Randy Taguchi has a rating of  5 out of 3.2. 102 people have provided feedback.
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