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This novel shows, oh so very much, just how important it is 
that the novelist writes his or her first lines in a way that will 
immediately entice and intrigue the reader into wanting to 
know more. 

“It is a truth universally acknowledged that a single man in 
possession of a good fortune must be in want of a wife.” 

This quotation is the well-known opening line to Jane Austen’s novel ‘Pride and Prejudice” and both 
entices the reader to be drawn to the novel as well as remaining, long after the novel has been 
enjoyed, as an aide memoire to its content. Ruth Ozeki’s novel on the other hand begins with a 
tumble of juvenile ramblings which did indeed so deter several of our readers from persevering 
further with this novel that it remained unread by them. But what a missed opportunity! With a little 
perseverance and an open mind ‘A Tale For The Time Being’ proves to be such a hidden gem! 

This, an ingenious, multi layered novel that works on so many levels, both thrills and mystifies 
prompting the reader to pause and reflect frequently. 

We follow, in parallel, the lives of two very different women. Ruth, a writer suffering from a period 
of writer’s block, who lives on a small island off the west coast of Canada, and Nao, a diarist, who 
spent her early childhood in the Silicon Valley but moves with her parents to Japan. Their lives 
become intertwined after Ruth finds a freezer bag washed up on a beach following the Japanese 
tsunami. The bag is found to contain a Hello Kitty lunch box shielding a diary, a watch and a 
collection of letters written by a kamikaze pilot. The parallel stories of Ruth and Nao are developed 
creating a virtual dialogue between the two women. 

As Ruth reads through the diary Nao’s life, with all its traumas, is revealed and Ruth decides to try 
and find out whether or not Nao is still alive in order that she might help in some way. As Ruth 
moves through the diary entries we encounter a host of characters from Nao’s great grandmother 
Jiko, a Buddhist nun, to a Japanese a kamikaze pilot with others in between. Nao proves to be an 
irresistible character – inquisitive, funny and world weary but heartbreakingly vulnerable. 

The pleasure of the book is the way in which, with its inclusive references to everything, from history 
to quantum physics, Buddhist practices to literary theory, Silicon Valley to Japanese temples, it truly 
stretches the boundaries of the novel while managing to remain intensely readable. ‘A Tale For The 
Time Being’ is, in equal parts, a mystery and a meditation. The mystery is a compulsive, gritty page 
turner. The meditation, on time and memory, on history, on impermanence and uncertainty, but 
also on resilience and bravery, makes it both deep and wise. 

A book to be read and reread -  once one has hurdled the first few pages! Those of us who 
completed the novel were both moved and enchanted giving it a score of 9/10. 

Jenny Littlechild 


