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1. Adolescent city

The rst time I saw Sapporo was from a plane. It was
August, I was trying to escape the dreadful heat of
Tokyo and the city, seen from above, looked just like
a Scandinavian town. After lunch, I took a walk
around town and saw a group of people clustered
around a tree. On the tree’s trunk was a single large
cicada, proudly showing off her song to this crew of
strangers.
Many years later, again during the summer, I
returned to Sapporo, this time to stay. Compared to

the ever-changing urban landscape of central Japan
where I had spent the past decade, I found it
strangely European in its immutable architecture.
The city itself was not beautiful. It had no amazing
sights, no spectacular landmarks. But what it lacked
in exterior charm, it made up for in a sort of inner
vibration I derived from it. It had the adolescent
promise of a beauty to conquer now and enjoy later.

2. Digital city

I had gotten a job at an IT services company.
Because of its cooler temperatures, Sapporo is the
default site for the majority of the servers of Japan.
Having their IT hubs there enables companies to
save signi cantly on the cooling of machinery. This
gives the city a curious strategic importance; if
something dramatic happened to Hokkaido,
something much worse would happen to the rest of
the country.
The air route between Sapporo and Tokyo is what is

technically described as a “very fat route.” For years
it was the route with the highest number of
passengers in the world, until it was displaced by the
Jeju-Seoul one in 2018. Among the passengers, a
large proportion is made up by IT engineers like
myself. The rest are tourists, attracted by the
culinary specialties, unusual wildlife, glorious
lavender elds, and, most of all, by the climate
Hokkaido is blessed with, with almost no typhoons
and very few earthquakes and allegedly the best
snow in the world.

3. Uniform

Two days after arriving, I called you. I didn’t have a
mobile yet, so I went to one of those lime green
payphones. I said, how about lunch one of these
days, you said, how about today, I am free at one. I
hung up the phone and took a deep breath; the air
was crisp and clear even at midday in mid-July. We
met at the TV tower. You waved at me from afar; you
were wearing your work uniform; you looked smart.
The dog I had as a child was crazy about tall men in
formal coats; if he saw one at the park, he would try
to follow him home. Sometimes I think I am the same

way.
Autumn came. One day I was walking in Odori park,
the wind was so strong it almost pulled my scarf off
me; you called me from the dry cleaner’s because
you could not get the owner to understand you:
“Can you talk to her? Wait, I’m putting her on.” I
interpreted for you on the phone and salvaged your
uniform from a potential cleaning disaster.

4. The smell of fresh
tatami

One evening the friends I was staying with took me
to a pizza place and you came along. You and I sat
next to each other as if it were the most natural
thing in the world, as if we had been friends since
forever.
Small things piled up. We speed-walked towards a
deeper connection.

I still had not found an apartment and I was starting
to feel really bad about imposing on my hosts. When
I mentioned it, you offered to rent me your guest
room. It seemed the obvious solution, we wondered
why we had not thought of it sooner.
I came to live at your place. I loved the apartment:
empty, big, lled with the smell of fresh tatami mats.
The futon was soft and welcoming; the evenings
were getting crisp, but you could still keep the
windows open. A gentle breeze came in as we
looked over the roofs of the city.

5. Describing things to
aliens

You kept a notepad at the head of your bed, to write
down your dreams as soon as you woke up. You told
me that you used to be unable to dream, or rather,
you never remembered your dreams. Then a friend
told you that remembering dreams was just a
matter of willpower. So you put a notebook next to
your bed, and every morning you would write the
date, and underneath it: “no dreams tonight.” This
went on for weeks. Then one day you started

dreaming, and it was a veritable ood. As if a
blocked pipe had been unclogged; dozens of
dreams, all of them articulate, complex, long, vivid.
You told me about your method for interpreting
dreams.
“It’s really simple,” you said. “Everything that
appears in the dream has a meaning to your mind. To
decode it, you take each object, person, animal,
plant, action, and you interrogate it as if you had to
explain it to an alien. Let’s say I dreamed of a library.
What is a library? How can I explain it to someone
who doesn’t have the concept of library? Or say I
dreamed that I was walking: what does it mean, to
walk?”
I replied I was not sure whether I wanted to
rationalize dreams; maybe I preferred to listen to
them as they were.
“But if they speak a language that you don’t know,
what is the point of listening?” you retorted. “If you
talk to me in Japanese but I don’t speak Japanese, I
won’t understand a word.”
“But you do speak Japanese!” I said.
I laughed.
You laughed.

6. Little earthquakes

One day I accompanied you to a shop of religious
paraphernalia; you wanted to buy a Buddhist bell for
a friend. You asked the shop attendant if you could
make it ring so that you could choose one whose
sound you liked. The clerk brought you a stick and
you hit a bell, making it vibrate. As you did, the earth
trembled. It was an earthquake; a small one, it lasted
a few minutes. While it went on, on impulse, I sat
down on a bench, as if that made any difference!
The clerk, completely unphased, continued to list

the prices and characteristics of the bells they had in
store.

7. Tram is not dead

Sapporo has a retro avour. Modern Japanese life
only rests on the surface of its nineteenth-century
North American architecture, like a thin veneer of
snow.
You told me that until recently Sapporo had a city
tram line that resembled a broken ring, with two
terminal stations ridiculously close to each other yet
not connected. The trams themselves were
noticeably old, although they were in remarkably
good condition. You said you had thought that the

tram line was destined to close down soon; after all,
it was a means of transportation that belonged to a
different era. And yet, one day, you had seen a single
brand-new tram on the rails. It was just the one new
tram; all the other vehicles were the usual old ones.
But their young, shiny brother had been running up
and down every day since then. Whenever you saw
it, you said, it made you smile.
A few weeks after you told me this story, I saw
construction work around the tramway in Susukino.
I thought they might be dismantling it; I felt a
tightness in my chest at the idea that the tram line
was coming to an end. When I went to look closer, I
realised that it was a project to close the loop, to
turn the line into a circle. I felt disproportionately
happy. On impulse, I texted you: “Tram is not dead!”
The two blue ticks showing that you had read the
message arrived almost immediately, but there was
no answer. I waited two minutes staring at the
screen. And then another three. Finally, it came:
“How would you explain a tram to an alien?” you
replied.
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