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            ‘Fiendish foul play… This is a homage to Golden Age detective fiction, but it’s also unabashed entertainment’

            SARAH WEINMAN, NEW YORK TIMES

            ‘Highly ingenious’

            GUARDIAN, BEST CRIME AND THRILLERS

            ‘Very clever indeed’

            ANTHONY HOROWITZ

            ‘A terrific mystery, a classic… Very much in the manner of Agatha Christie or John Dickson Carr’

            WASHINGTON POST

            ‘A brilliant and richly atmospheric puzzle… Every word counts, leading up to a jaw-dropping but logical reveal’

            PUBLISHERS WEEKLY, STARRED REVIEW

            ‘One of the most enjoyable classic crime novels I’ve ever read. An evocative island setting, a perfectly constructed puzzle, and an entirely satisfying solution. It’ll keep you guessing until the very end’

            ALEX PAVESI, AUTHOR OF EIGHT DETECTIVES

            ‘Behold, the perfect escapist drug! If I could crush this book into a powder and snort it, I would’

            VULTURE

            ‘A stunner of a plot, with an ending which I simply could not believe when it was first revealed’

            AT THE SCENE OF THE CRIME

            ‘Exceptional… Superbly plotted and wickedly entertaining’

            NB MAGAZINE

            ‘A captivating read, culminating in an ending as satisfying as it is shocking… Can stand shoulder to shoulder with the very best mystery novels’

            THE JAPAN SOCIETY REVIEW

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               [image: ]

            

         

      

   


   
      
         5

         
            To my dear F.S.P.
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            LIST OF CHARACTERS

            (AGES IN SEPTEMBER 1985)

         

         All names in the text of this work are given in Japanese order, family name preceding given name.

         
            
               

	Fujinuma Issei
            
                        
                        	Deceased. A prodigious visionary painter.



	
Fujinuma Kiichi (41)
            
                        
                        	Issei’s son. Wears a mask to hide his scarred face. Lives in the Mill House.



	
Fujinuma Yurie (19)
            
                        
                        	Kiichi’s wife. Daughter of Issei’s deceased disciple Shibagaki Kōichirō.



	
Masaki Shingo (38)
            
                        
                        	Kiichi’s friend. Once a disciple of Issei.



	
Kuramoto Shōji (56)
            
                        
                        	Butler at the Mill House.



	
Negishi Fumie (45)
            
                        
                        	Live-in housekeeper (past).



	
Nozawa Tomoko (31)
            
                        
                        	Live-out housekeeper (present).



	
Ōishi Genzō (49)
            
                        
                        	Visits the Mill House once a year.



	
Art dealer. Mori Shigehiko (46)
            
                        
                        	Visits the Mill House once a year. Professor of art history at M— University.



	
Mitamura Noriyuki (36)
            
                        
                        	Visits the Mill House once a year. Director of a surgical hospital.



	
Furukawa Tsunehito (37)
            
                        
                        	Visits the Mill House once a year. Deputy priest of the Fujinuma family temple.



	
Shimada Kiyoshi (36)
            
                        
                        	An uninvited guest.






         

      

   


   
      
         
            PROLOGUE

            (1985 – 29th September)

         

         (5:50 A.M.)

         The stormy night would soon give way to dawn. A thick bank of clouds slowly parted. Mountain tops covered in a pale mist pierced the eastern sky. While the rumbling of thunder and the heavy rain had passed, the fierce wind showed no sign of relenting. The trees in the forest still creaked as they swayed in the wind, the river was high and the three massive mill wheels kept on turning next to the manor hidden deep in the valley.

         It had been a long night, one accompanied by the frantic symphony of the rain, wind, thunder, the raging water in the canal and the mill wheels.

         But it was not daybreak that brought them such anxiety. The events of the night had already been enough to feed their fear.

         A woman fallen from the tower.

         A painting disappeared.

         A man vanished under seemingly impossible circumstances.

         Could anyone tell where they were heading, where all these events pointed?

         The night was drawing to a close. A night that had toyed with them. It was only at dawn that finally, the bizarre culmination of all that had happened in the house would become apparent.

         
             

         

         The tower was located in the north-west corner of the mansion. in the section of the hallway that circled in an arc south around 14the ground floor of the tower, there were two black doors near the eastern end. One was open now. It led into the stairwell, where a narrow flight of stairs spiralled down to the basement. At the bottom of the stairs was a large, bleak room. The lantern-like lamps flickered weakly on the bare concrete walls. A washing machine, dryer and a basket full of clothes stood against the wall near the bottom of the stairs. Several ducts crawled along the ceiling.

         Six people were gathered at the back of this gloomy room. Five men, and one woman.

         One of the men was seated in a wheelchair. A beautiful girl in a snow-white silk negligee stood close behind him. Two men stood on either side of her, as if to protect her. The other two men stood slightly behind this quartet. All the men were in their pyjamas with some clothes thrown on top.

         “Could one of you…” the man in the wheelchair said in a hoarse voice. He was wearing a brown nightshirt, too large for his slim frame, and while it was still only September, he was wearing white gloves. He interlaced his hands on his stomach. “Could one of you open that incinerator door?” He pointed to the incinerator on the other side of the room.

         A slight tremor could be heard in his voice. It was probably the tension. However, the man’s face was emotionless. This was because he wore a white rubber mask.

         One of the men next to the girl stepped forward. He was middle-aged with a ruddy face and a large protruding stomach.

         He went over to the incinerator and picked up a black bar lying on the floor. A steel poker.

         “Aaah!”

         He let out a muffled cry just as he threw the poker away and fell backwards onto the floor.

         “What is it, Ōishi?” the masked man in the wheelchair asked. 15

         “It… it’s…”

         The man with the ruddy face was sitting on the floor, pointing towards where he had dropped the poker.

         The girl let out a shriek. The man in the wheelchair turned around to her.

         “Yurie, don’t look.”

         “Come on,” said the other man who’d been standing by her side as he put his arm around her shoulder and turned her away. He was handsome and tall; the opposite of the man with the ruddy face.

         The girl nodded weakly, a terrified look on her face, and walked unsteadily back towards the stairs. The two men who had stood behind—a small man with black-rimmed spectacles and a gloomy-looking larger man—moved in front of the girl, forming a wall to block her view.

         Once he was safely out of the girl’s sight, the handsome man swiftly walked over to the man with the ruddy face still sitting on the floor, and looked down at him.

         “What is it, Mitamura?” the man in the wheelchair asked.

         “It’s exactly what it looks like, sir,” the handsome man replied calmly. “A human finger. Looks like the middle or ring finger.”

         The man addressed as “sir” pushed his wheelchair over to look for himself. It was ghastly pale, like a dead caterpillar. At one end was an ugly stump covered in dried blood.

         “The cut appears to be quite fresh. This finger was probably cut off less than two hours ago,” the handsome man said.

         “But… what…?”

         “That’s the question.”

         The handsome man crouched to get a closer look at the finger lying on the floor.

         “Aha… there’s a pretty deep indentation here. A mark left by a ring.” 16

         “Ah.”

         The man in the wheelchair put his fingers through the eyeholes of the white mask on his face, placing them on his closed eyelids.

         “It has to be Masaki’s.”

         “I’m afraid I must agree,” the handsome man replied, standing up once more. The fingers on his right hand started playing with the gold ring on his left ring finger. “I assume it’s the mark left by Masaki’s cat’s eye ring…”

         “So he must have murdered Masaki…”

         “That I can’t say at the moment.”

         The helpless man with the ruddy face finally managed to get up from the floor.

         “Mr Fujinuma, does this mean that inside the incinerator…” he asked, but the man in the wheelchair shook his head ambiguously.

         “Could you open the door?”

         “But… err…”

         The man’s cheeks trembled and he looked like he was about to fall over again. The handsome man shrugged and picked up the poker instead.

         “I’ll do it,” he declared as he stepped towards the incinerator. It was a medium-sized incinerator for household garbage, a tarnished silver in colour, set on a concrete base. There was a chimney pipe at the top, right at his eye level, going straight up to the ceiling of the basement room where it disappeared and led outside.

         They could hear the crackling of a low fire from inside the metal container. No one, of course, would be burning waste this early in the morning. So why was it lit?

         The poker in the handsome man’s hand approached the hot door. A metallic clank echoed through the room as he hooked the end of the poker through the handle.

         The door swung open. The fire was blazing red inside. 17

         “Uugh.”

         Everyone covered their noses as a sharp, pungent smell wafted out of the incinerator. A few gagged.

         It was the smell of burning meat. But what made the smell especially horrifying was that they all knew what was really burning.

         “Masaki…” the man in the wheelchair called out mournfully.

         “I can’t believe this…”

         The handsome man stuck the poker in the incinerator. Several blackened objects lay in the fire on top of each other.

         He searched the incinerator. He seemed calm, except for the fact that the hand holding the poker was shaking slightly. Eventually he stuck the poker into one of the burning objects and tried to pull it out.

         “Waaah!”

         He jumped back. As he was pulling the object out, he had inadvertently brought something else with it, which fell onto the floor.

         Several loud cries reverberated around the basement.

         The handsome man let out a desolate wail as he stared at the round object that was now lying on the floor.

         “How horrible…” he whispered.

         It was a decapitated human head, burnt black and still smoking. All the hair had been burnt off and the eyes, nose and lips rendered unrecognizable by the blazing heat.

         The poker in the man’s hand was still sticking into the other burnt object.

         “This must be an arm then,” he whispered as he threw it into an empty metal bucket nearby, eager to be done with it.

         It was indeed an arm.

         Like the head on the floor, the arm had been blackened and contorted by the heat. It appeared to be a left arm. But what 18attracted their attention was the hand: it was missing one finger. The fourth finger counting from the thumb: the left ring finger.

         This was the burnt, dead body of a human being.

         One body, which had been cut up in six parts, not counting the finger: head, torso, two arms and two legs.

         
             

         

         It all happened on a stormy night. And then, finally, dawn arrived.

         The shape of the “incidents” inside the house that night had been made clear to everyone present.

         The unfortunate woman who fell from the tower. The stolen painting. The suspicious man who disappeared. And in his attempt to catch the thief, another man was killed, cut up in pieces and burnt in the incinerator.

         Eventually, the storm passed.

         And with that, all the incidents of the night would be buried, hidden away behind one unified explanation.
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            1 Present

            (1986 – 28th September)

         

         FUJINUMA KIICHI’S BEDROOM

         (8:30 A.M.)

         I woke as I usually do. The amber curtains were drawn over the windows facing the courtyard to the east, but the bright morning sun shone right through them into the room. It was quiet outside, but if I listened carefully, I could just make out the faint chirping of the mountain birds, as well as the distant sound of flowing water. I could also hear the heavy rumble of the mill wheels, always revolving by the western side of this house. It was a peaceful morning.

         We’d had good weather ever since September came along, but the news last night had reported an approaching typhoon. The forecast said it would start raining in the Chūgoku region this afternoon. This morning was thus, truly, the calm before the storm.

         I slowly sat up in the spacious bed. The clock on the wall showed half past eight. The same time I always woke up.

         Leaning back against the headboard, I reached for the nightstand with my right hand, picked up my old briar pipe and packed it with tobacco. Soon a mellow scent filled the room, accompanied by cream-coloured smoke.

         “A typhoon, eh?” I mumbled out loud to myself. My voice was unnaturally hoarse.

         I had to think back to exactly one year ago, 28th September. The morning of that fateful day had been the same as today. 20There’d been reports of an approaching typhoon then too. And it arrived just as forecast.

         One year… A whole year had passed since that blood-soaked night.

         I became lost in thought, my hand swaying with the pipe. The tentacles of my mind crept towards the events of that night one year ago, to everything that occurred the following day, and even to what happened afterwards.

         I stole a glance at the door in the corner of the room, the bronze doorknob and dark mahogany panelling. That door, which led to the study, would never be opened again…

         My lean body suddenly shuddered. An indescribable, inescapable shiver welled up from deep within and ran through my whole being.

         It was a quarter to nine now. The phone on my nightstand would ring soon, softly signalling the start of another day.

         “Good morning, sir.”

         The familiar voice on the other end of the line sounded calm. It was the butler, Kuramoto Shōji.

         “I will be bringing you your breakfast right away.”

         “Thanks.”

         I placed my pipe on its stand and started getting dressed. I took my pyjamas off, put on a shirt and trousers, and a dressing gown on top. When I had managed to do all of this, I put the cotton gloves on both my hands. And finally, it was time to put on my face.

         My mask.

         That mask was a symbol of my whole life at this time, a symbol of everything that Fujinuma Kiichi now was.

         A mask. Indeed, I had no face. I wore that mask every single day to hide my accursed features. The white mask was now the 21real face of the master of the house. The rubber clung to my skin. A cold death mask worn by a living man.

         It was five to nine.

         There was a light knock on the door to my right—the door in the corner opposite the study door. This door connected my bedroom to the adjoining sitting room. She—Yurie—had arrived with the usual lovely smile on her face, to bring salvation to my lonely, numb heart.

         “Good morning.”

         Yurie had opened the door with the spare key I had given her. She wore a blinding white dress.

         “Have some coffee.”

         A clear voice came from between her small full lips. I got out of my bed and moved into my wheelchair.

         Yurie looked at me silently as she pushed the serving trolley towards me and poured a cup of coffee. I reached for it, looking back at her with my expressionless white mask.

         “It’s been a whole year,” I mumbled, and awaited her reply. But she didn’t say anything, so I thanked her for the coffee and took the cup.

         A year. On the surface, it seemed time had passed uneventfully. This place deep in the mountains was always tranquil, almost as if time itself had forgotten about us here. The fresh water flowing through the valley never stopped turning the three mill wheels of the house. Yurie, Kuramoto and myself lived peacefully here. Save for the housekeeper, we had no visitors.

         Nothing had changed. At least, nothing appeared to have changed. However, I knew this house had undergone a great transformation. It was, of course, all because of what happened last year.

         A man and a woman had died, and another man disappeared… 22Those events must have had a tremendous impact on the mind of Yurie, this young girl. Perhaps the scars would never heal. I had also changed.

         I squinted beneath my mask and watched Yurie as I silently brought the cup to my mouth. Yurie. The only woman I had ever loved. A beautiful girl who had spent her teenage years in solitude in the tower room of this house.

         Yurie was slim and 150 centimetres tall. She was rather fair for a Japanese person, with firm smooth skin. Her luscious hair hung down to her waist.

         Yes, she too had changed. The faraway look I was used to seeing in her eyes had altered subtly. She had started to prepare coffee all by herself in the morning and bring it to me in my room. Sometimes she would go outside to enjoy the running water or the beauty of the garden. She had also learned to show her own emotions more openly—to some extent.

         She had changed in many ways. But how was I to welcome such a transformation?

         “You look lovely this morning too. You are becoming more beautiful with each passing day.”

         She blushed and averted her eyes.

         “They will be arriving in the afternoon. I hope you’re not scared,” I told her.

         After a moment’s silence, Yurie softly laid her hand on my shoulder. The scent of coffee and tobacco was joined by a sweet fragrance.

         “I’m a little bit afraid,” she replied. “But I think I’ll be fine.”

         “There’s nothing to be afraid of,” I said with the gentlest voice I could muster. “Everything is over now. Nothing will happen this year.”

         But was that really so? Would nothing really happen this year? 23

         I shook my head determinedly at the question. Nothing would happen. Nothing at all. Not unless the man who disappeared that night should appear, roaming this house like a spectre.

         For a moment Yurie and I looked at each other in silence. She was unable to hide a shadow of fear that passed over her face.

         “Please, play the piano for me later.”

         She nodded lightly and smiled at me.

         DINING ROOM

         (9:30 A.M.)

         “Is everything ready for today?”

         I was sitting in the dining room on the ground floor of the tower. It was a spacious round hall, with a ceiling two storeys high. I had posed the question to Kuramoto Shōji after finishing my breakfast with Yurie at the round table.

         Kuramoto, dressed in a dark-grey three-piece suit, was busy pouring another cup of coffee for Yurie. He quickly answered in the affirmative and with the serving tray in his hand, he turned carefully to me.

         “All three guest rooms on the ground floor of the annex are ready. The guests are scheduled to arrive at two o’clock. Tea will be served in the annex hall at three, dinner here at half past six. The schedule is the same as previous years. I hope these arrangements are to your liking?”

         “I’ll leave it all up to you.”

         “Understood.”

         You could safely call Kuramoto a large man. He was tall with strong, broad shoulders. There were some grey streaks in his swept-back hair. His jaw was wide and square and his eyes were small as grains of rice. He was in his mid-fifties. A smile never 24appeared on his pale, wrinkly face no matter what happened. His loud baritone voice was just as cold as his face, if not even colder.

         But that was exactly why the title of butler, almost extinct in modern-day Japan, suited him. Silently managing the house with the one goal of serving his master. Able to do his work without letting his feelings interfere. One could call it a talent—if so, Kuramoto was a natural.

         The butler, still standing straight as an arrow, opened his mouth once more.

         “After you retired to your room last night, you received a telephone call.”

         “A call for me?”

         “Yes. But they said there was no need to speak to you directly, so they stated their business to me.”

         “And?”

         Kuramoto was silent for a moment.

         “It was a phone call from Mr Nīmura of the police.”

         Nīmura was a chief inspector of the First Investigation Division of the Okayama Prefectural Police Department. He had headed the investigation into the incidents a year ago.

         “He told me that someone might be coming here today.”

         I cocked my head in curiosity as I waited for Kuramoto’s further explanation.

         “Apparently he’s coming from Kyūshū, the younger brother of an acquaintance of Mr Nīmura in the Ōita Prefectural Police Department. Mr Nīmura said he was a rather odd man.”

         “And why would he be coming here?”

         “Apparently he’s interested in what happened last year. He visited Mr Nīmura out of the blue, asking him about the incidents, and then asked to know our exact location, mumbling something about coming today. Mr Nīmura sounded terribly sorry. He 25explained that he wasn’t able to send him away, considering he was the brother of an acquaintance.”

         I lighted my pipe as I asked: “Hm. And his name?”

         “The man’s name is Shimada.”

         Not a name I knew. And I had no intention of welcoming an unknown visitor. Why else would I be living in this secluded place, in the mountains far away from town, wearing a mask to cover my face?

         “What should I do?” Kuramoto asked.

         “Send him away.”

         “Understood.”

         Neither Yurie nor I wanted to think about the incidents ever again. The two of us had worked desperately this year to eliminate the memories of that night, memories that threatened our peaceful lives. It was out of the question to have someone prying into our business.

         But even without this Shimada, I was afraid that on this particular day I should be prepared for the memories to come back anyway.

         28th September. Ōishi Genzō, Mori Shigehiko, Mitamura Noriyuki. The day of the three visitors.

         HALLWAY

         (9:55 A.M.)

         We left the dining room by the south doors. Yurie pushed my wheelchair.

         “Would you like to go back to your room?”

         I shook my head and told her I wanted to go around the galleries.

         The spacious courtyard, maintained in a traditional Japanese garden style, was on the other side of the row of hallway windows. 26We would keep the garden to our right as we slowly walked around the tower.

         Sunlight danced on the grey carpet. The water in the oval pond at the centre of the courtyard shone brightly. There was a path covered by white gravel, and faded shrubs here and there.

         At the end of the semi-circular row of windows was a black door on the right, and behind it was the staircase leading to the basement.

         I couldn’t help but avert my eyes, afraid the door would bring up memories of that terrible night. Yurie did the same.

         But the door suddenly opened from the other side. I was frozen in shock.

         “Oh, good morning.”

         A slender woman in her thirties appeared from the stairwell. It was the day housekeeper, Nozawa Tomoko.

         She had replaced our previous housekeeper at the end of last year. She usually came three times a week from town, but I had asked her to stay at the house these three days, from yesterday through tomorrow.

         She was wearing an apron and holding a large laundry basket. She turned her face slightly away from me and stood still, waiting for us to pass by.

         Tomoko was a silent, gloomy woman. She was the exact opposite of the live-in housekeeper who used to work here, Negishi Fumie.

         Tomoko was similar to Kuramoto in the sense that she would quietly do whatever job she was tasked with, but I didn’t like her timid personality. And like Kuramoto, I could not read what was really on her mind, something that at times would irritate me greatly.

         For example, what did she think of the married couple with such an age gap between them living in this odd house?

         “Err, sir…” 27

         It was rare for her to address me without being spoken to first.

         “Yes?”

         “About the basement room…”

         “What about it?” I asked.

         “I’ve been thinking for a while about whether I should bring it up. But I can’t help it, it’s eerie…”

         Her feeling was only natural. Anyone who knew about the incidents last year would feel the same. I stopped her with a raised hand.

         “The incinerator has been replaced. I also had the place thoroughly cleaned,” I explained.

         “Ah, yes, I am aware of that. But still… And there’s this smell sometimes…”

         “Smell?” I repeated.

         “Yes, an unpleasant smell…”

         “Surely it’s your imagination.”

         “Well, perhaps, but…”

         “Enough.” I bluntly cut her off when I heard a whimper of fright escaping from Yurie’s mouth. “You can consult Kuramoto about it.”

         “Yes, I’m sorry.”

         We watched Tomoko as she practically fled the scene and then I turned to Yurie.

         “Don’t mind her.”

         She nodded gently and started pushing my wheelchair again.

         We turned right at the end of the hallway and continued towards the north-east corner of the house, with the northern outer wall of the building on our left. This section of the house was called the Northern Gallery.

         Beyond the kitchen and the servants’ quarters, the Northern Gallery became almost twice as wide, expanding to the right in 28the direction of the courtyard. It continued in a straight line to the door at the far end. A grey carpet covered the floor of the gallery, but the wider section had a parquet floor. Windows were installed in the right wall at regular intervals, affording a view of the courtyard.

         Oil paintings of various sizes hung on the left wall of the gallery. They were fantastical landscapes, as seen through the mind’s eye of the prodigious painter Fujinuma Issei.

         Those three men would come here today once again. Their goal was to look at these paintings—but they probably also wanted to get their hands on them.

         This house welcomes guests only once a year. Only today, on 28th September, the day Fujinuma Issei passed away.

         Today is also the day that the housekeeper, Negishi Fumie, met her tragic end. And tomorrow, 29th September, yes, is the day Masaki Shingo, the man who was once Fujinuma Issei’s disciple, departed this world.

         “Perhaps I should have Kuramoto arrange some flowers,” I suddenly said out loud.

         “Flowers?” Yurie cocked her head. My comment had surprised her. “Why?”

         “To mourn the dead,” I said in a low voice. “In particular to mourn his… to mourn Masaki Shingo’s death.”

         “Please don’t talk about it any more.”

         Yurie looked at my masked face. Her black eyes, clear as glass, started to tear up.

         “It breaks my heart…”

         “Breaks your heart, you say?”

         My lips formed a wry smile as my mind was swept away, back to the events of exactly one year ago.
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            2 Past

            (1985 – 28th September)

         

         FUJINUMA KIICHI’S BEDROOM

         (8:30 A.M.)

         He woke as he usually did. The amber curtains were drawn over the windows facing the courtyard to the east, but the bright morning sun shone right through them into the room. It was quiet outside, but if he listened carefully, he could just make out the faint chirping of the mountain birds, as well as the distant sound of flowing water. He could also hear the heavy rumble of the mill wheels, always revolving by the western side of the house. It was a peaceful morning.

         The news last night had reported an approaching typhoon. The forecast said it would start raining in the Chūgoku region on the afternoon of the 28th.

         He slowly sat up in the spacious bed. The clock on the wall showed half past eight. The same time he always woke up.

         Leaning back against the headboard, he reached for the nightstand with his right hand, picked up his old briar pipe and packed it with tobacco. Soon a mellow scent filled the room, accompanied by cream-coloured smoke.

         Three days ago he’d caught a cold and ran a fever, but he’d recovered now. He could savour the scent of tobacco again.

         He slowly closed his eyes as he puffed his pipe.

         28th September. Ōishi Genzō, Mori Shigehiko, Mitamura Noriyuki and Furukawa Tsunehito. Today was the day the four 30of them would visit him in the afternoon, just as they had done in previous years.

         Their annual visit was not a joyous occasion for him, living as he did in this house deep in the mountains, hiding from the outside world. He honestly felt their visit was a great annoyance.

         Yet he was also in denial about his feelings. He could easily tell them not to come if he genuinely did not want them to. But his inability to turn them away all these years was perhaps partially due to guilt.

         He kept his eyes closed as a low sigh escaped his cracked lips.

         Anyway, they’re coming today. It’d all been decided, so nothing could be changed now.

         He had no intention of making a detailed analysis of his own contradictory thoughts. The visit plagued him, but he also welcomed it. That was all there was to it.

         It was a quarter to nine now. The phone on his nightstand would ring soon, softly signifying the start of another day.

         “Good morning, sir.”

         The familiar voice on the other end of the line sounded calm. It was the butler, Kuramoto Shōji.

         “How are you feeling, sir?”

         “Better now, thanks.”

         “I can bring your breakfast immediately if you wish.”

         “I’ll come down myself.”

         He placed his pipe on its stand and started getting dressed. He took his pyjamas off, put on a shirt and trousers, and a dressing gown on top. When he had managed to do all of this, he put the cotton gloves on both his hands. And finally, it was time to put on his face.

         His mask. 31

         The mask could be considered the symbol of the last twelve years of his life, a symbol of everything that Fujinuma Kiichi was.

         Indeed, he had no face. He wore this mask every single day to hide his accursed features. This white mask bearing the features of Fujinuma Kiichi, the master of this house. The rubber clung to his skin. A cold death mask worn by a living man.

         It was five to nine.

         There was a knock on the door connecting his bedroom to the adjoining sitting room.

         “Enter,” he commanded.

         A short, plump woman opened the door with the spare key he had given her. She was wearing a pristine white apron.

         “Good morning,” said the live-in housekeeper, Negishi Fumie.

         “I’ve brought you your medicine. How are you feeling? Oh, you’re dressed already? Will you be wearing a tie today? Oh, dear, smoking the pipe again? It’s not good for your health, you know. I’d appreciate it if you’d listen to my advice for once.”

         Fumie was forty-five, four years older than her master, but still energetic and lively. Big eyes adorned her round face, and she always spoke quickly in a high-pitched voice.

         The expressionless masked master stared at her as he ignored her chatter and started to get out of bed. Fumie immediately tried to help, but he stopped her.

         “I can do this myself,” he said in a hoarse voice. He moved his lean, weak body into the wheelchair.

         “Here’s your medicine.”

         “I don’t need it any more.”

         “Oh, no, that won’t do. Please take it for one more day to be on the safe side. Especially considering we’ll be having visitors. Today will be more taxing for you than usual.” 32

         He gave in, took the pills handed over to him and swallowed them together with a glass of water. Fumie looked pleased and nodded as she held the handles of the wheelchair.

         “And you’d better not take a bath today yet. Let’s see how that fever fares first.”

         He sighed inwardly. He wished she’d let him be, but it was her former profession as a nurse showing through. When it came to his health, she never stopped.

         She was an attentive woman who liked to care for others. A previous marriage had failed, but she didn’t seem hurt by the experience. She did everything, from running the house to taking care of him, helping him bathe and cutting his hair, even monitoring his health.

         He wouldn’t have liked Fumie to be like Kuramoto, a “robot” who always kept an appropriate distance from his master. But he did wish she’d be a bit less talkative.

         “Shall I bring you to the dining room now? Oh, no pipe for you any more, leave that thing here. Let’s go.”

         She pushed the wheelchair out of the bedroom.

         “The young lady and Masaki are already in the dining room.”

         “Yurie too?”

         “Yes, it’s good to see her now. She’s much livelier than before. Sir, you know what I think? I think she should get out more often.”

         “What?”

         The face beneath his mask suddenly froze as he turned around to Fumie. She shuddered and fell silent.

         “I-I’m sorry.”

         “Forget it,” he said bluntly, and faced frontwards again. 33

         TOWER ROOM

         (9:40 A.M.)

         After breakfast Fujinuma Yurie returned alone to her room up in the tower.

         She was a beautiful girl who looked as if she had stepped right out of a painting and didn’t seem to be made of mere flesh and blood. She had clear black eyes, soft pink lips, smooth fair skin and gorgeous black hair. Her features were delicate and refined.

         Yurie was nineteen years old, turning twenty the following spring. Normally, a woman her age wouldn’t be called a “girl” any more. But her delicate physique seemed far removed from the ideal of a fully developed woman. Her woeful look, always peering far away into the distance, was heart-wrenching.

         A beautiful girl. Yes, that was the only way to describe her.

         Dressed in a lemon-coloured blouse, Yurie leaned against the white window frame and stared absent-mindedly at the view outside.

         Mountains stretched far into the distance, seeming to overlap each other, while a richly green river snaked through the valleys between them. The peaks of the mountain range pierced the sky and above them dark-grey clouds were slowly gathering.

         Soon autumn would take over, changing the colours of the landscape. And then winter would come and the whole world visible from this tower would be painted snow-white. How many such changing seasons had she witnessed from here? Always from this same window, always in this room.

         The large circular room was at the top of the tower in the north-west corner of the house. The dining room below had a two-storey high ceiling, so this room was, for all intents and purposes, on the second floor. 34

         The walls were a calm pearl-grey colour and a pale fluffy carpet covered the floor. A large chandelier hung from the centre of the dark-brown panelled ceiling. The windows were so small that it was dark inside the room even though it was morning.

         Yurie stepped away from the window and sat down on the canopy bed. Opposite her, on the south side of the room, was a dividing wall, with the doors to the staircase on one side and her own bathroom on the other. Behind a third door, brown metal this time, was the lift for the wheelchair-bound master of the house.

         Gorgeous pieces of furniture were scattered about the room with lots of space between them—a wardrobe, dressing table, shelf, sofas and even a grand piano. Several oil paintings adorned the remaining wall surface, all of them by Fujinuma Issei in his characteristic fantastical style.

         The girl had lived here for ten years. In this house, in this valley, in this tower room.

         Ten years ago, Yurie had been nine, still in the third grade. Her mother had passed away soon after giving birth to her only child. Then in October of 1973, when Yurie was seven, her father Shibagaki Kōichirō had passed away at the young age of thirty-one after an illness. With no other relatives, Yurie was all alone.

         She could vaguely remember her father’s death. A hospital room with cold, white walls. A bed that smelled of medicine. Her father coughing violently. Blood everywhere, staining the sheets. Adults wearing white uniforms quickly leading her from the room…

         The next thing she remembered was crying in someone’s warm embrace. She knew the person’s face. It was “Uncle Fujinuma”, who had often visited their house even before her father fell ill. 35

         Not long after, things were arranged so Yurie would be taken in by Fujinuma Kiichi. Knowing he did not have long to live, her father Kōichirō had asked Kiichi for this favour. Fujinuma Kiichi was the only son of the painter Fujinuma Issei, who had been Shibagaki Kōichirō’s mentor.

         Very soon after Kiichi had taken in Yurie, he was responsible for a car accident, which caused severe damage to his face and limbs. Kiichi left his birthplace of Kōbe and decided to have this curious house built deep in the mountains. Two years later, in 1975, this was where he had brought Yurie.

         Yurie had spent the next ten years here, more or less locked inside the house. This house, this room and the view from the windows were the whole world to her. She’d spent her adolescence without school, without friends, without a television or magazines, without any idea of how other young people her age were living their lives under the same sky.

         A delightful melody began to escape from between her lips. She got up from her bed and walked towards the piano.

         Her slender fingers fell on the keyboard and she started playing to accompany the tune she was humming.

         It was Claude Debussy’s “La fille aux cheveux de lin”, a piece taught to her by Masaki Shingo, the friend of Kiichi’s who had come to live in the house six months earlier.

         It was a short piece. While she had only barely memorized it, her fingers eventually managed to get to the end. She then walked over to the balcony on the western side of her room.

         The air outside was unpleasantly humid. Her hair fluttered in an eerie, warm southern breeze that swept up from the ground. The sound of the water flowing below and the mill wheels turning was louder than usual.

         “I’m afraid…” she whispered to herself. 36

         It was perhaps the first time that this girl, who’d been imprisoned for ten years, truly experienced fear.

         FRONT GARDEN

         (10:10 A.M.)

         Three gigantic mill wheels, each well over five metres in diameter, turned ceaselessly, making a loud, low rumbling noise as their black blades splashed into the water. Their relentless movement was reminiscent of a steam locomotive.

         Fujinuma Kiichi—his own face hidden by the white rubber mask—had gone out to the paved front garden to stare at the face of the house he had chosen as his home. Standing next to him was a skinny man, dressed in brown trousers and a dark-grey shirt. His arms were folded and he looked serious.

         “Mr Fujinuma, you know what I think those wheels look like?” He unfolded his arms as he awaited a reaction from Fujinuma Kiichi, who’d been silent the whole time the two were standing there.

         “Well, what do they look like?” asked the hoarse voice from beneath the mask.

         “They almost look like they are turning against the flow of time, keeping the house and everything in this valley frozen in a never-ending moment.”

         “Hm. Always the poet,” the masked man said, looking up at him. But he then sighed at his words. For who was it who had put this “poet” on his current path?

         The man’s name was Masaki Shingo, an old friend of Kiichi’s. Both hailed from the city of Kōbe. Masaki was thirty-eight, three years younger. They had first become acquainted during their college years when they joined the same arts club. 37

         Kiichi had soon realized that he was not an artistic prodigy like his father Fujinuma Issei. Kiichi had studied economics at a local university, and after graduating used some of his father’s money to get started in real estate, where he’d been successful.

         Masaki on the other hand had both the talent and the passion to become an artist, but following his parents’ wishes, he had chosen to pursue the law. However, one day Fujinuma Issei happened to glimpse one of his works and sang its praises. This had changed Masaki’s future. He decided to drop out of university, going against the will of his father, who ran an accountancy firm in his home town. His destiny was to be an artist, and Issei would be his mentor.

         “How ironic fate can be,” Kiichi thought to himself. The son of a genius painter becomes a businessman, and the son of an accountant becomes a painter… Back when he’d seen Masaki’s art, his feelings had been quite complicated. He may not have had the talent to be an artist himself, but he could recognize the true value of a painting. Kiichi had prided himself on this, and in his eyes Masaki’s future looked bright indeed. Yurie’s father Shibagaki Kōichirō had also been a disciple of Issei around the same time, but the difference in talent between the two was all too obvious to Kiichi.

         Masaki’s brushstrokes showed unrestrained imagination, and he created unique worlds. His work rivalled even that of his mentor Issei. Yet unlike Issei, whose fantastical paintings were born of his imagination, Masaki’s works seemed to be telling the viewer something about reality. In Kiichi’s eyes, Masaki was a poet.

         But Masaki’s and Kiichi’s lives had changed forever on that winter day twelve years ago, the day of the accident. 38

         Masaki Shingo had disappeared from Kiichi’s life over the last decade, but in April this year, he had suddenly reappeared to ask for Kiichi’s help.

         He’d pleaded with Kiichi not to ask any questions. He hadn’t told Kiichi why, but asked if he could stay in the house for a while.

         Kiichi understood right away that Masaki had only asked the favour because he had found himself in a difficult situation. Masaki told Kiichi that his parents had already passed away and that he had nowhere else to go now, but it was obvious something fishy was going on. Kiichi even suspected that Masaki might be on the run from the police, but despite that he welcomed Masaki into his home without any hesitation, though he could have easily refused.

         “Fumie told me that Yurie has been more cheerful lately,” Kiichi said as he looked up at the tower to his left. “I should thank you for that.”

         “Me?” Masaki repeated, slightly startled. Kiichi nodded gently.

         “Yurie seems quite fond of you.”

         “I guess rediscovering the piano has helped. She started learning when she was five, right?”

         “Yes, but only for a short while, until her father passed away,” Kiichi recalled.

         “She’s got talent. She’s mastered the fundamentals already. It’s been a pleasure to teach her.”

         “And I’m grateful for that. But…”

         “Mr Fujinuma, I hope you aren’t…” Masaki said hesitantly.

         “What?”

         “I hope you aren’t imagining anything…” Masaki touched his thin moustache for a moment, and then chuckled. “Oh, sorry.”
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