
   [image: Cover: First Love by Rio Shimamoto]


   
      
         1

         
            First Love

            RIO SHIMAMOTO

            Translated by Louise Heal Kawai

         

         
            
               
[image: ]2
               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Contents

         

         
            
               
	Title Page

                  	First Love  

                  	Copyright 

               



         

      

   


   
      
         
3
            First Love

         

         4

      

   


   
      
         5

         
             

         

         
             

         

         the whiteness of the long corridor to the studio was intense.

         With each step, I shook off a little more of the dust of my everyday life, and my face began to take on its professional veneer. As I entered Studio C, someone handed me a lapel microphone, and I attached it to my chest, passing it up under my jacket. It was five minutes before we were going on air, and the laid-back attitude of the crew was a reflection of the show’s low budget—and similarly low ratings. Still, I was no celebrity, and I was comfortable with it this way.

         As the host, Moriyashiki, was about to speak, a single lock of his graying hair fell across his face.

         A girl from hair and makeup rushed over, comb in hand, and smoothed—or rather shoved—it back into place. Moriyashiki smiled politely and raised a hand in thanks. The girl nodded and ran off set.

         “One minute to air.”

         I slipped on my plastic-framed glasses, sat up straighter and looked at the camera, took a deep breath, and matched my smile to Moriyashiki’s. 6

         “Good evening, and welcome to After Hours Childcare Clinic. I’m Moriyashiki, a father of four, and each week, along with an invited specialist, I answer your questions and concerns on the topic of parenting. Today’s special guest is renowned clinical psychologist, Dr. Yuki Makabe.”

         I nodded and ventured a cheery greeting.

         “Thank you, Moriyashiki-san. Good evening.”

         The pale pastel set had the feel of a preschool classroom, and under the studio’s glaring lights it was easy to forget it was late at night.

         “Makabe-sensei, you work as a counsellor with hikikomori—socially withdrawn children—and their parents. Can you tell us if there’s anything in particular that has struck you lately?”

         I adopted a more serious expression.

         “Yes, there is. Everyone believes that love is something that you have to show your children constantly. But in fact, sometimes that can be the root of the problem.”

         “What? You mean that’s wrong?”

         “Loving your children is never wrong, but the real meaning of parental love is to step back and watch over your children, allowing them room to develop.”

         “But, Sensei, if all you do is watch over them, won’t their condition just stay the same forever?”

         “One of the most common problems among parents of withdrawn children is that they are overly attentive to their children. At first glance, this may seem like a reasonable, child-oriented approach. But in fact, parents who are too preoccupied with their children may be depriving them of their own independent will.”

         Moriyashiki nodded his agreement. Encouraged by the 7receptive expression on his face, I began to get passionate about the subject …

         The recording took about two hours. Afterwards in the green room I put my “TV glasses” away in their case in my leather tote bag and wrapped myself in my warm trench coat. When I got outside, I found there was only one taxi parked in front of the TV station. I hunched my shoulders against the chill night wind and ran over. When the door opened, I saw that Moriyashiki had got there first.

         “Thank you for today, Makabe-sensei; what you said was very interesting,” he said. “Now I don’t want to make you stand around in the cold waiting for a taxi, so why don’t you share mine?”

         I thanked him and got in.

         “Thank you for all your support during the show as always,” I said. “But if I remember correctly, don’t you live somewhere in Azabu?”

         “That’s right. But I’ll drop you off first, Sensei.”

         When I thanked him once again, Moriyashiki replied with great solemnity, “It’s late at night. It’s only proper for a man to see a woman home.”

         He crossed his legs as he spoke, and even in the gloom of the taxi, I could see that his leather shoes were meticulously polished and shiny.

         I laughed and told him what a gentleman he was. He laughed too and claimed that it was because he was a product of Showa era Japan.

         “By the way, that incident we were discussing before the recording,” he said, “did you say that you were thinking of writing a book about it?” 8

         “Oh, you mean Kanna Hijiriyama? Yes, a publisher contacted me to ask me to write about her from a clinical psychologist’s viewpoint.”

         “I see. You’re a writer too?”

         I shook my head.

         “No, this book will be my first. But I’m also on the fence about it. I think anthropologically speaking it could be a valuable book, but it wouldn’t be good if it affected the outcome of her trial. And then I have to take into consideration the feelings of the bereaved family. I’m not even sure the project will go ahead.”

         “Right, right. It was a shocking case, wasn’t it? A final year college student stabs her father to death right after an interview to be a presenter for a major TV station. Then she walks along the bank of the Tamagawa River covered in his blood. And then of course everyone was talking about that other bit.”

         “Which bit?”

         “What she said after she was arrested: ‘You’ll have to discover my motive for yourselves.’ I know that some reports said that her parents had been opposed to her applying for the job, but do you think that could really be the sole motive for murdering her father, then challenging the police about it? She must surely have had some other deep-seated motive for killing him. I hear the mother is still hospitalized with shock. I have two daughters myself, so I feel a kind of personal connection to the case. She’s a pretty girl who wanted to be a TV presenter, but those kinds of headlines in the weekly gossip magazines about her being too beautiful to be a murderer were in really poor taste.”

         “Yes, really.”

         The taxi dropped me off at my white-walled house in a 9now-darkened residential neighborhood. After it drove away, I did my best to unlock the front door without making any noise but found there was light seeping from under the living room door and boisterous laughter coming from inside.

         Wondering why they were still awake, I opened the door to the living room and was startled by what looked like a giant black bug flying at me. I’d barely registered that it was coming straight for my forehead before it crashed into me and fell to my feet.

         As I stood there stunned, my hand to my head, Gamon and Masachika popped out from behind the sofa. I looked down to see a remote-controlled model airplane lying on the floor.

         “Yuki? Are you okay? I didn’t hear you come in.”

         Gamon was dressed in a hooded sweatshirt and holding a remote controller in his hand.

         “Mom, you’re too slow,” said Masachika, completely deadpan. He was wearing a hoodie that matched his dad’s.

         “Hey! What are you still doing up?” I objected. “And what do you mean by crashing a plane into your mother’s face?”

         “Sorry, sorry. Couldn’t have predicted you’d turn up right then,” said Gamon with a smile. “They were selling these at the neighborhood bazaar. Oh yeah, do you want some ochazuke?”

         He adjusted his oversized glasses with their black, boxy frame.

         “Dad, I’ll have some too,” said Masachika, heading for the dining table, his hands in the pockets of his hoodie.

         Even though I was still feeling a bit put out, I accepted the offer of food. I dropped my bag and sat down.

         Gamon poured dashi broth over two bowls of white rice topped with a generous portion of cod roe, then sprinkled 10dried nori seaweed and white sesame seeds over the top. The delicious aroma wafted through to the living room.

         As I sat eating ochazuke with my son, I shifted my gaze out of the window. I hadn’t noticed it back at the taxi stand at the TV station, but the moon was red tonight; it hung now in the sky as if it had got tangled in the clothesline out on the deck. For a few moments the illusion came over me that I was back in the TV studio, rather than in our white-painted living room. I was brought back to reality when Gamon spoke.

         “Oh, by the way, you had a call from Kasho.”

         I stopped dead, my chopsticks poised above my bowl.

         “What about?”

         Gamon came over from the counter-style kitchen, a bottle of sparkling water in his hand.

         “He says he wants your opinion on a recent case,” he said as he twisted open the bottle top. “I think he said concerning a juvenile or something.”

         “Got it. Does he want me to call him back at the office?”

         Secretly I was puzzled. Gamon’s younger brother, Kasho, and I knew each other from university, but as I’d been a psychology student in the Arts Faculty and he was in the Faculty of Law, we’d hardly had any classes together. This would be the first time that he’d ever asked me for my professional advice.

         “If you’d prefer, I can contact him for you,” said Gamon. He’d sensed my hesitation, and he was looking out for me.

         I thought back to New Year when the family had all got together. Sitting around the table filled with traditional New Year’s dishes, my father-in-law had got drunk and blurted out how much more fun it would be for Masachika if he had a 11brother, “just like Gamon and Kasho.” When I’d looked embarrassed, Kasho had decided to try to lighten the atmosphere. “Yeah, but with a baby strapped to his back, even the great Gamon wouldn’t be able to play soccer with his son anymore.”

         In that moment, all conversation had stopped.

         Exasperated, my mother-in-law slapped Kasho on the back.

         “Stop it! Why do you have to tease your brother like that? Yuki, I’m sorry. This boy has always been this way.”

         I’d shaken my head to say it was all right.

         After that, I’d reached out and picked up one of the sweet, plump black beans that my mother-in-law had prepared. I recall it had a beautiful sheen to it but no memory of how it tasted …

         “Can’t you just ignore his calls?” said Masachika now, as he finished off his rice.

         “It’s rude to talk like that about your uncle,” I admonished my son.

         The odor of seaweed and sesame on his breath, Masachika began to remonstrate with me.

         “You say he’s my uncle, but Dad and Kasho aren’t real brothers, are they? So, we’re not really related. And he acts like he’s still young and everything, but he’s more like some random middle-aged geezer than my uncle.”

         I grimaced. No doubt Masachika was still holding a grudge. At that same New Year’s get-together, Kasho had said to him, “Hey, your dad’s really tall. What happened to you?”

         “You know, Kasho’s younger than your mother, so don’t go calling him middle-aged,” Gamon warned him.

         Masachika’s expression showed he knew he’d slipped up. He quickly tried to divert the conversation. 12

         “Maybe he’s calling because he secretly likes you, Mom. You know how he’s always teasing you.”

         I sprang up and took my empty bowl to the sink.

         “No chance!” Gamon laughed, as I turned on the tap.

         A chill ran through me, turning my arm to goosebumps. I stood for a while, letting the cold water trickle through my soapy fingers.

         *

         The next morning, after seeing off Gamon and Masachika, I quickly ran the vacuum over the living room and retreated to my downstairs office.

         Opening the curtains, I stared out at the lawn which was already turning brown for the winter. I’d taken the day off from the clinic as I usually felt exhausted the day after recording an episode of the TV show. It was the clinic director who’d originally recommended me to the show, so this allowed me the flexibility.

         As I began to check my emails, my eye was caught by the framed photo on my desk. It was a group picture from my wedding day. Ten years ago, in early spring when the plum trees were in blossom, Gamon and I had gotten married. In the photo, I was surrounded by relatives from both sides. I was in a white kimono, a lily ornament in my hair. My hands rested on my gently rounded belly, my smile serene. Gamon, in his beloved black-rimmed glasses, smiled back at me.

         Kasho stood alone, a short way off, legs slightly apart, giving off a somewhat belligerent air. However, the fingers he had entwined in front of his stomach were oddly elegant. 13

         On that day, after the exchange of wedding rings at the shrine, we had been walking through the courtyard of the reception venue when Kasho had suddenly reached out and snapped a branch off a camellia bush. Ignoring the shocked expressions of the venue staff, he presented me with the branch of bright red camellias.

         “From now on I’ll address you as ‘Dear Sister-in-Law.’ Don’t think I’ll ever get used to it though …”

         Our relatives had looked astonished, but I somehow kept my expression neutral and managed to murmur the appropriate response.

         I still vividly remember the rough texture of the camellia branch clutched in my right hand.

         I dashed off a short email to Kasho and sent it without bothering to check for typos.

         *

         Nanami Asada was sitting on the couch, surrounded by houseplants, the brightly painted nails of her right hand wrapped around a cup of herbal tea. There were a couple of buttons undone on her striped shirt, and today she seemed rather lethargic. I waited for her to finish her tea before I spoke.

         “How have you been lately?” I asked, keeping my tone deliberately relaxed.

         “I’ve been sleeping better than before. My company moved to a new office, so it was hectic for a while.”

         “Really? You were in Akasaka before, right?”

         “Moved to Kayaba-cho now. I’m commuting the opposite direction from before, so mornings are tough. And they’ve given 14me no info on when I might switch from temp to full-time, so I’m thinking of quitting when my contract comes up for renewal in spring.”

         “I see. Don’t you think a new environment might be challenging for you right now?”

         After a moment of silence, Nanami gathered enough courage to make an admission.

         “Actually, I’ve been working nights at a hostess club for a while now. One of the customers said they know of a company that’s hiring, in case my current job doesn’t work out.”

         I stopped taking notes for a moment.

         Nanami blinked a few times. Her eyelashes seemed to have gotten longer.

         “He seems to really like me,” she said, her smile awkward. “He said it was a waste to do temp work when I was so smart. He’s really kind. He said it was the first time he’d had a proper conversation with a younger girl. He told me he was impressed.”

         “How old is this man?” I asked.

         Vapor from the humidifier rose silently into the air, moistening the leaves of the plants.

         Nanami leaned forward slightly. There was delight in her face.

         “He’s forty-five. He’s married and has kids, so he doesn’t try anything on with me. We just enjoy having meals and drinks together, he’s a gentleman. At first, I didn’t trust the kind of men who come to those sorts of places, but after we had lots of conversations, I changed my opinion of him. He’s a very serious person.”

         “That’s good. But since he has a wife and kids, be careful not to get involved or there could be misunderstandings. It could lead to trouble.” 15

         “Yeah, that’s true. I’ll make sure to keep the proper distance.”

         I could see that Nanami was doing her best to think rationally, but it was obvious she was infatuated by this man. I sighed inwardly.

         A year ago, Nanami Asada had lent a considerable amount of money to her live-in boyfriend, a hairdresser. She’d been deeply hurt by his affairs with other women, and he’d eventually run off, leaving her alone. Subsequently she suffered from depression and stopped eating altogether. Her younger sister became worried and brought her in for counselling.

         I remembered how she’d insisted when we first met that she was mentally strong and not the type to get therapy. She’d sat on my couch, her limbs emaciated, and announced that she would never get obsessed by a man ever again.

         On her slow road to recovery, she was employed by a temping agency and slept with several different men at the company. I advised her gently, so as not to hurt her pride, that it might be better to keep work and her private life separate, that men were often just looking for fun, and were likely to move on, leaving her in a difficult or at least uncomfortable position. Nanami had nodded vaguely at my words, but later told me she was hurt that not one of these men was answering her texts.

         Once we’d finished discussing this new man, who appeared to be an excellent flatterer but unlikely to be serious, I had a question for Nanami.

         “I recently saw a movie, and there was a line that really spoke to me. It was, ‘Sometimes we try so hard to regain what we’ve lost that we end up losing more.’ Do you understand the meaning?”

         Nanami looked confused. 16

         “I’m not saying that working in a hostess club is wrong, but I want you to understand that it won’t heal your wounds. The same goes for sleeping with multiple men. If you’re genuinely enjoying yourself, I’m not going to tell you stop, but if what you’re looking for—”

         “But I’m not in that kind of relationship with any of them, and nothing bad is happening to me.”

         “But do you think that you’ll find what you’re looking for at that club?”

         Nanami fell silent. Her eyes, which had been sparkling with anticipation just moments earlier, clouded over, and her expression looked stricken.

         I softened my tone a little.

         “Nanami-san, sometimes you tell me confidently that a man you’ve just met is serious or very kind. Don’t you think humans are more complicated than that? That they might have different sides to them? They might seem very serious when you see them at work or when they talk to you, but in reality, they could be careless with money, or the kind to run away when things get tough. I think that deep down you know this, so I wonder why you are always hoping for things to be a certain way. Don’t you think that you have unrealistic expectations of all these men?”

         “I don’t know,” she mumbled. Her expression was that of a young child.

         After Nanami had left, and I was alone in the consultation room, I sighed deeply and filled up a glass with water from the sink.

         As I watered the lush, green house plants, water trickled over the rim of the glass onto my fingers. Distinguishing between 17loneliness, sexual desire, and love was challenging, especially when you were young. I hoped Nanami would find a way to understand all this before she got hurt again.

         *

         I’d just ordered the pork filet lunch set at the clinic’s neighborhood tonkatsu restaurant when one of my younger colleagues, Risa, pushed aside the blue noren curtain hanging in the entrance way and came in. The counter seats were all full.

         “Mind if I sit with you?” she asked, tucking her dyed light-brown hair behind her ear.

         I nodded. She sat down and ordered the large-sized filet set.

         “By the way, I caught your broadcast,” said Risa. “You hadn’t been on that show in a while had you, Yuki-san? I really think they need to cover children’s issues more often on TV. But I know how hard it is to discuss these kinds of things in the media.”

         “Right, it’s still such a sensitive topic. So many people are reluctant to discuss their issues on TV. And then the people who do can get accused of attention seeking.”

         The meal arrived, and I picked up the sauce bottle, grubby with fingerprints. Despite the bottle’s unappetizing appearance, the sauce was pleasantly sweet and smooth.

         “But you’re top of your field, Yuki-san. That kind of criticism doesn’t affect you, does it?”

         “Well, it does, but I just pretend not to hear it.”

         The cabbage was finely shredded and tender, but I was full before I managed to finish it all.

         Risa polished off her whole meal and the accompanying hot 18tea. I sometimes found the way she dressed for clinic work on the flashy side—today she had on a red sweater with a deep V-neck and false eyelashes—but I always admired her passion for the job.

         When I reached for my bag to pay, I realized I had forgotten my wallet. I apologized to Risa and had to borrow enough to cover my bill.

         Back at my desk at the clinic, as I was sorting the intake forms, I heard the receptionist say my name, and right away the door to the office opened.

         “Excuse me, Makabe-sensei, it’s your husband.”

         Dragging his photography equipment behind him in a suitcase, it was Gamon. He was wearing a formal suit, but with his longish hair and those trademark glasses, he looked totally casual from the neck up.

         “Gamon, what’s up?”

         He came over and handed me my wallet.

         “I found it on the dining table. I had to go out to a shoot, and I thought you might need it.”

         “Oh, sorry about that. Thanks so much.”

         “Well, it was on my way,” he said with a smile. “Hope your work goes well this afternoon,” he added as he left.

         Risa, who was at the neighboring desk, looked approvingly after him.

         “Your husband is so thoughtful,” she said. “And he has a mysterious air about him. What is it he does for work again?”

         “He’s a wedding photographer,” I explained. “That’s what the suit was for.”

         “Oh, a photographer,” she nodded, seemingly satisfied. “That’s why he had a kind of boho vibe.” 19

         “Right, right. When he was a kid, they used to tell him he was like a tall version of that Snufkin character in Moomin.”

         “And nice that he’s got flexible working hours too.”

         “My son probably grew up eating more of my husband’s home cooking than mine,” I admitted.

         As we chatted, I realized it was time for my afternoon appointments and got up to head to my consultation room. Boho, I thought. It was true that when we’d first met fourteen years ago, Gamon had been more carefree.

         My cell phone buzzed with a text message, interrupting my reminiscences. I saw the sender’s name, and my thoughts screeched to a halt. I’d thought we had an unspoken agreement never to text each other.

         I quickly checked the message and pocketed my phone.

         *

         At 11:30 on Monday morning, I visited the law office where Kasho worked. Taking the elevator up to the second floor, I announced my name through the intercom, and the automatic door lock opened.

         There were four desks in the office, but none of the other lawyers appeared to be in that day. A young female assistant in a gray turtleneck guided me to a room at the rear of the office that appeared to be for client meetings. I took a seat on the sofa, and the assistant came back with tea. In contrast to her rather untidy long hair with visible split ends and a lack of makeup, I couldn’t help noticing she had an attractive face and a rather ample chest.

         As I sipped my tea, the door opened with a bang.

         “Hello there, Dear Sister-in-Law. Thanks for coming over, I 20appreciate it,” announced Kasho, striding in on his long legs and settling himself into the armchair opposite.

         I looked into his eyes, which were subtly different in size, but they held an unreadable expression. I must have looked wary because his face relaxed slightly.

         “Don’t pull that face,” he said with a sarcastic laugh.

         “Thanks for the text,” I said. “I didn’t expect it to be about the Kanna Hijiriyama case.” I suspected he was trying to get a rise out of me with his characteristic blunt way of talking, but I pretended not to notice.

         “Right, right, I never expected her case to come to me, but it did, and now I’m in a bit of a bind.”

         “I’m sure you must be. By the way, how’s she doing?”

         “Ah, well at first, she didn’t seem to like the look of me at all,” he said, scratching his forehead. “Probably thought I was way too casual, but we’re managing somehow. And anyway, I’m her court-appointed lawyer, so she can’t change me.”

         “Being court-appointed means you were randomly assigned?”

         “Not really,” Kasho replied. “In high-profile cases, the courts make a point of selecting top-level lawyers. They make sure they pick people familiar with criminal cases and who have the motivation to work them.”

         Back at university, I’d heard rumors from friends in the law faculty about Kasho’s courtroom skills. He would deftly weave in his client’s experiences of misfortune or abuse without it seeming forced. Then, the carefully-considered suggestion that the victim may have deserved some responsibility for what had happened was exquisitely timed, often resulting in significantly reduced sentences for the defendant. 21

         “It turns out Kanna’s case is going to be tried by the lay judge system. It’s going to be crucial for me to buy as much sympathy for her as possible. And then imagine my surprise when I hear that my own sister-in-law is writing a book about her.”

         “I see,” I said, checking out his neatly lined-up law books on the built-in shelves.

         “And so, I decided it was better that we were both open with each other about the situation. To be honest, I’m against this book. It could affect the trial and might well affect the feelings of the bereaved family, of course including Kanna herself.”

         “That’s true,” I agreed.

         Kasho peered at my face.

         “Well, this is a high-profile case after all. I suppose it’d be too controversial to put out a book that sounded like the confessions of the accused, so they probably decided it was best to have a reasonably famous clinical psychologist write it from a female perspective and market it as a hard-hitting non-fiction book. That’s about all I have to say about it. The rest is up to your own judgment. Have you met Kanna yet, by the way?”

         I gave a pained smile at his assumptions.

         “Not yet, but I’m about to,” I told him. “Is she difficult to deal with?”

         “Nah, I’d say rather quiet. Hardly says a word. Hm, yeah, she’s very similar, come to think of it.”

         “Similar to who?”

         “To you, back in the day.”

         The barb slid straight into my heart. I hastily changed the subject.

         “About Kanna-san …” 22

         “Yeah?”

         “Have you established a motive for the murder?”

         “Not yet,” he said, taking a sip from his teacup. “By the way, how’s my brother doing?”

         “Fine. Same as always.”

         “I see. Frankly, I still think it’s a waste. Now that Masachika’s growing up, I thought Gamon might want to get back into serious photography.”

         I deflected, suggesting he could ask Gamon himself.

         “Okay, it’s almost midday, so do you mind if we leave it there for today?” I added.

         Kasho nodded.

         “Me too. I’ve got family court after this.”

         As I was finishing off my tea, Kasho pointed to the door and lowered his voice, “That assistant, the one who brought you tea earlier …”

         I remembered being curious about her.

         “She looks like the quiet type, but once in the emergency stairwell, she and I—”

         Not liking where this was going, I cut him off and told him he was being inappropriate.

         “Anyway, she’s getting married soon, and she’s going to quit the firm. I’ll escort you downstairs, Dear Sister-in-Law.”

         His flippant remarks were giving me a headache. I got abruptly to my feet.

         Kasho saw me off at the entrance to the building. Soon, thankfully his presence faded in the bright sunlight, leaving only a teasing smile that lurked at the back of my mind. 23

         *

         On the subway to the detention center I reviewed the case materials.

         Kanna Hijiriyama, twenty-two years old. Arrested July 19th of this year on suspicion of murder. The victim was her father, the painter Naoto Hijiriyama.

         On the morning of the incident, Kanna had been attending a second-round interview for a job at a broadcasting network in Tokyo. However, she had excused herself partway through, claiming to feel unwell. A few hours later, she turned up at the art college in Futako-Tamagawa where her father was a lecturer. She asked him to come to the women’s restrooms and stabbed him in the chest with a knife she had just purchased at the Shibuya branch of Tokyu Hands department store.

         After discarding her blood-soaked suit jacket and shirt, she fled the scene, wearing just a white T-shirt with her navy-blue skirt. She returned home, got into an argument with her mother, then fled the house again. A local homemaker saw her walking along the bank of the Tamagawa River with blood on her face and hands and assumed that Kanna was the one who had been injured. When she tried to help, Kanna ran away, which led to her eventual arrest.

         Fatigued, I raised my head and saw my face reflected in the train window. My expression looked grim. Massaging the back of my neck with one hand, I pondered.

         The case itself wasn’t all that complicated. On the other hand, a young woman would have to be very determined to kill her own father. Why did an ordinary university student, in the 24middle of the regular job-hunting season, suddenly exhibit such violence? Was there some kind of trigger that even the assailant herself wasn’t aware of?

         After completing the visitation procedures at the detention center, I took a seat in the waiting room.

         The young woman who walked into the visitors’ room was very slender and petite. She nodded to me and took a seat behind the glass partition. I noticed at once how frail she seemed and unnaturally young-looking. Although she was supposedly twenty-two, the Kanna I was observing looked no more than sixteen or seventeen. Rather than a college girl with a baby face, she seemed more like a young girl with a prematurely adult face. And that tiny face seemed to be tightly packed with her perfect features. Despite that, perhaps due to her hunched posture, she looked more modest and subdued than I had imagined her to be.

         I greeted her in the gentlest voice possible

         “Nice to meet you, Hijiriyama-san. I’m Yuki Makabe, and I’m a clinical psychologist. I’ve been in this profession for nine years now.”

         “Nice to meet you,” she replied in a tiny voice, her eyes fixed on the floor.

         “How’ve you been doing recently?” I asked, but she seemed wary of replying.

         I changed tack.

         “I think Tsuji-san at Shinbunka Publishing has already contacted you about the book I’m writing, but I want to be clear that it’s your feelings that are our priority. As your trial is coming up, if there is something you want to express in this book, I 25want to do everything I can to help you with that. However, I also promise I won’t force you to do anything you don’t want to. Please know that from the outset.”

         She didn’t look up.

         “If you think it’s better …” she mumbled. “I mean, I think it would be okay. But …”

         “But?”

         “I don’t think my true feelings are worth talking about.”

         She looked worried.

         “Not worth it?”

         Kanna nodded.

         “Kanna-san, if you don’t mind my asking, do you remember that during the police interrogation after your arrest, you told them that it was up to them to find your motive?”

         She looked shocked and shook her head.

         “I would never speak to them like that.”

         “Right. After meeting you today, I couldn’t imagine you saying that either, but I thought I’d ask.”

         “I definitely didn’t say it that way,” she insisted, looking troubled.

         “If it’s okay with you, can you tell me what you did say?”

         “When they asked me about my motive, I said that I didn’t know why I’d done it and could they help me to find out. Something like that.”

         “You said you didn’t know why you’d done it?” I repeated.

         “To tell the truth, I’m a liar. When things aren’t going well for me, my brain gets a bit foggy, and it’s like I just kind of lose concentration and sometimes I end up lying. At that moment I just tried to hide that I was the one that killed him.” 26

         The juxtaposition of the words “truth” and “liar” in the same sentence was fascinating.

         “In that case, do you actually have a clear memory of that afternoon? Of the incident? Just tell me as much as you’re comfortable sharing right now.”

         Kanna was absentmindedly chewing on her thumbnail. Her fingers were skinny. It was hard to imagine she’d used those hands to commit patricide.

         “On that day, I felt uneasy from the moment I entered the interview venue. Just the previous day, my parents told me they were opposed to me becoming a TV presenter …”

         Kanna looked down as if she didn’t want to be reminded of it. I nodded in understanding. As I was about to repeat the question, she looked up as if remembering something.

         “Is it true that my lawyer, Anno-sensei, and you know each other? When I told him about your book request, he seemed surprised.”

         “You mean Kasho Anno?”

         “That’s it. Kasho. It’s an unusual name, isn’t it?”

         “Yes, it is unusual. I think Kasho was the name of one of Buddha’s disciples. Anyway, he’s a relative of mine, although we’re not related by blood.”

         Kanna looked up, and her eyes took on what was probably an unintentionally flirtatious look. I wondered when she’d acquired that mannerism.

         “So, that’s why your last names are different,” she said.

         In fact, there was another reason why his family name was Anno and not Makabe, but I chose not to explain it.

         Kanna suddenly softened her tone. 27

         “Anno-sensei seems to know a lot about women’s hearts and stuff. He seems to think that all women have a bit of a thing for him.”

         “Yeah, Kasho may come over a bit like that …”

         My response was deliberately non-committal. I attempted to steer us onto the main topic.

         “Kanna-san, about what’s going to happen next—”

         She suddenly dropped her gaze again and cut me off.

         “Are you married, Sensei?”

         I nodded, glancing at the ring on my left hand.

         “I see, and do you have children?”

         “Yes, I have a son in elementary school.”

         “You’re happy aren’t you, Sensei?” she muttered, looking as if she’d suddenly given up hope. “I think you should leave now. I’ll send my reply to Tsuji-san by letter.”

         With that, she got up and left the visitors’ room. I picked up my leather tote bag and headed out myself. It felt as if I had failed her evaluation.

         The following week, a letter from Shinbunka Publishing arrived in the clinic’s mailbox, apologizing but stating that Kanna wished to postpone the book project. Disappointed, I tossed the letter into the nearest trash can.

         *

         The private hot spring bath was open-air and illuminated by paper lanterns. Inhaling the scent of cypress wood and listening to the sound of distant waves, I felt my tension ease. The deep, hot water relaxed my muscles. I tried to focus my eyes on the ocean 28beyond the partition but could only see a blurry darkness. The night breeze was cool on my flushed cheeks.

         “They say the night sky is beautiful here. Pity it’s cloudy tonight,” came Gamon’s voice from behind me.

         I turned around. His large frame sliding into the bath caused the water to overflow. Through the blurry steam, I could make out the faint stubble on his chin. My genial, mild-mannered husband was always a bit more attractive to me when he was sporting the unshaven look.

         “Masachika fell asleep right after eating. Good thing really. He’s kind of outgrown the age for family baths,” Gamon commented.

         I couldn’t help but smile. The family onsen-style bath had been included in the price of the room, but tonight I didn’t feel like sharing with my fourth-grade son either.

         Gamon pushed back his wet hair. It had been a long time since I’d really looked at his bare face.

         “What’s up?” he asked.

         “I was just thinking how different you always look without your glasses,” I told him.

         He laughed and extended both arms to lean back against the rim of the tub, causing the water to pour over the edge again.

         “Thank you for everything,” I added.

         “What’s up with you all of a sudden?” Gamon asked curiously.

         “Because you look after the house and Masachika all the time …” I mumbled, sinking down so that my chin grazed the surface of the water.

         “Did Kasho say something to you?”

         I stared at his lightly-muscled shoulders. 29

         “Yes, about you and your photography.” I replied.

         “Don’t take any notice of him. He’s surprisingly old-school in his thinking.”

         “Kasho really cares about you, so he wants you to get to do what you really love,” I said. “You know I felt the same way before we got married, back when I told you about Masachika.”

         *

         On a cold evening ten years earlier, Gamon had turned up late at the café near the graduate school campus. Droplets fell from his leather coat as he took a seat opposite me. I’d turned my head to look out of the misted window and seen fluttering snowflakes.

         When I told him that I was pregnant, his eyes grew wide.

         “Are you sure?”

         “Pretty sure. Remember that time last month when the condom came off? It was probably then.”

         I picked up my cup and was about to take a sip, but the smell of warm milk made me nauseous. I returned it to the saucer without drinking.

         “I thought I should at least let you know, even if I’m not going to have the baby. You don’t have to worry about the clinic or anything. I’ll take care of it myself.”

         “What? Why?”

         Gamon’s water glass shook as he leaned forward. I was surprised by the questions.

         “Because you’ve always dreamt of becoming a photojournalist, and I’ve only just finished writing my thesis, and our lives are just starting out.” 30

         “Then I’ll give up being a photojournalist,” he replied immediately.

         He’d already won several minor awards, and he was preparing for a solo exhibition the following spring. But he still insisted.

         “My dream doesn’t matter. If we have a child, I want to raise it. Let’s get married.”

         *

         I leaned my head on Gamon’s left shoulder.

         “My parents are still grateful to you,” he said.

         Surprised, I lifted my head to look at him. Ripples spread across the surface of the hot water then quickly vanished.

         “Even though they had to lend us money when we couldn’t make a living, and then I ended up making a househusband out of their eldest son?”

         “For my parents, it was probably so much safer to have their son work here in Japan than to go overseas, where he could be exposed to war or terrorism. And Masachika is their only grandchild. Kasho, at the rate he’s going, I think it’s going to be a long time before he ever gets married.”

         “Does Kasho sometimes go back to visit your parents?”

         “Yeah. He still never shows his face at his own mother’s place, but he goes to eat at mine from time to time.”

         Kasho was originally the son of Gamon’s aunt on his mother’s side, but when she and her husband got divorced, eight-year-old Kasho was left in the Makabe family’s care. No one talked about the situation anymore.

         After we’d rinsed and dried off and got into our yukata robes, Gamon stood for a while looking at my wet hair. 31

         “You know, I’d like to see what you look like with long hair sometime.”

         “I’ve been told that long hair doesn’t suit me.”

         Gamon started to ask me who, but I interrupted.

         “We should probably go back soon, or Masachika might wake up and come looking for us,” I said, busying myself folding my towel.

         “Right,” said my husband, opening the door to leave. The cool night breeze flowing down from the mountains felt pleasant on my burning cheeks.

         Back in our room, Masachika was fast asleep, his body sticking out from under the futon covers. I sat on a chair by the window and in the dim light checked my cell phone. There was a work email from Tsuji-san at Shinbunka Publishing.

         “We’ve been back and forth in contact with Kanna Hijiriyama, and she has expressed a strong desire to collaborate with you on your book, Makabe-sensei. We apologize for our previous cancellation of the project, but if it is not too inconvenient, would you consider going ahead? We received a letter from Hijiriyama-san addressed to you, and I’ve forwarded it to your work address. I’d appreciate it if you would take a look.”

         *

         When I arrived at the clinic on Monday morning, I retrieved a brown envelope from the pile of direct mail in the mailbox and made my way through the glass doors and reception area, into the office.

         Without opening the blinds, I sat down at my desk by the 32window and took a sip of hot coffee before opening the envelope. Inside was another plain white envelope. I guessed that Tsuji-san had chosen the stationery as it wasn’t the style a young woman would have gone with. I began to read.

         
             

         

         To Dr. Yuki Makabe 

         Makabe-sensei,

         Thank you for coming all the way to the detention center to visit me the other day. I couldn’t say it then, but my lawyer, Anno-sensei, was against publishing the book. He was afraid it might negatively affect the trial.

         But since meeting you, Makabe-sensei, I’ve been thinking. I want to know more about myself. How did I end up here in this detention center? How did I grow up to be the kind of person who kills their parent? Until just recently I was living a normal life. I had friends and even a boyfriend. I had dreams and a future.

         I’ve often thought that I might be crazy. I don’t even feel proper regret for what I’ve done. I think I’m going to end up in hell.

         Please fix me. Help me become someone with a proper sense of guilt.

         Kanna Hijiriyama

          

         *

         The café, with its haphazardly-placed potted plants, was like a blast from the past. There was even an old-fashioned pink pay-phone next to the cash register. I was still marveling that such shops still existed here in the Ochanomizu area of Tokyo when Kasho appeared, five minutes behind schedule. He flopped 33himself down on the worn leather sofa. Taking a sip of water, he addressed Tsuji, who was sitting directly across from him.

         “I apologize for being late. I got an urgent call just as I was leaving. My partner Kitano-sensei will be here any minute.”

         Despite being just as busy himself, Tsuji bowed his head.

         “Thank you for taking time out of your busy schedule to meet with us today.”

         I wondered if Tsuji might have been an athlete at one time. Under his orange cardigan, his strong, stocky frame seemed out of place with his short stature and metal-rimmed glasses.

         “We’ll do our best to make sure the book project doesn’t interfere with the trial,” he continued. “Regarding the publication date, my bosses have agreed to wait until after the verdict has been issued. If there is anything else you are concerned about, please feel free to let me know.”

         It was clear from the way Tsuji spoke that he was conscientious about his job.

         “As it’s the defendant’s wish, we will respect her decision as much as possible,” Kasho calmly responded without looking at me.

         Steam rose from behind the counter, and some familiar classical music played in the background. Kasho crossed his legs and addressed my companion again.

         “By the way, Tsuji-san, how old are you?”

         “I’m twenty-seven,” Tsuji replied, and Kasho’s tone suddenly changed.

         “Wow, so young! Nice. At that age, I could do anything. Pull all-nighters at work, go out drinking …”

         He took a sip of coffee and laughed. This seemed to relax Tsuji, who shook his head emphatically. 34

         “But you’re still young, aren’t you, Anno-sensei?”

         “No, not at all. I’ll soon be in my late thirties. To put it bluntly, at my age I’m not attractive to women anymore. I envy you, Tsuji-san.”

         Tsuji smiled as if Kasho’s joking had put him completely at ease. I, on the other hand, was inwardly grumbling at the way my brother-in-law always managed to control the conversation.

         That was the moment that Kasho finally acknowledged my presence.

         “Of course, my sister-in-law is a professional. I’m not worried at all about the actual content of the book.”

         I picked up a faint hiss mixed in with the background music, and I realized that it was a record playing.

         Tsuji was just saying how surprised he’d been to find out that Kasho and I were related when he was interrupted by the jingle of the coffee shop’s doorbell. A heavyset man entered, sweating profusely despite the chilly weather. His large body rolled from side to side as he approached.

         “Hey, sorry for being late. Thanks for last week, Anno-sensei!”

         “Thank you for coming, Kitano-sensei,” said Kasho. And then with a mischievous grin he added, “Did you sprint here or what?”

         Kitano-sensei gave a high-pitched laugh.

         “Anno-sensei’s jokes as on point as ever,” he replied cheerfully.

         I was a little bewildered by the exchange, but I smiled as Kita-no-sensei wiped his sweat with an oshibori hand towel.

         “Anno-sensei and I were legal apprentices at the same time,” Kitano-sensei explained. “We had a lot of dumb drinking games. Do you remember the tequila shot relay? We were lucky nobody died.” 35

         “It’s true. Back in our day it was all guys. Oh, Tsuji-san, you’d still be able to do it wouldn’t you? Tequila shots?”

         “No, not me. I’m a lightweight,” said Tsuji.

         “Oh. Well, you haven’t been drinking with my sister-in-law then. That’s lucky for you.”

         “Kasho, please,” I interjected quietly, as all the men turned to look at me with increased interest.

         “My sister-in-law is a pretty strong drinker,” he explained, ignoring my plea. “All right, I’m sorry, that’s enough of the drinking stories now. Let’s get to the main topic.”

         “Yes. Kanna Hijiriyama has been charged with murder. I wanted to ask, what kind of sentence could she end up with?”

         Kitano-sensei took Tsuji’s question.

         “That’s difficult to say. If we look at precedents, the sentence for murder of a family member varies significantly, depending on individual circumstances.”

         “By the way, have the results of the psychiatric evaluation been released?” I asked.

         Kitano nodded.

         “No issues. She’s been deemed mentally competent. And so given that, along with her youth, I think fully admitting her guilt—and showing remorse for it—would create a better impression. But Anno-sensei here wants to take a more assertive approach.”

         Kasho rested his index finger on the edge of the table, as if attempting to pull his inspiration from it.

         “The problem is the mother,” he said.

         “The mother?” I repeated.

         “Yeah, Kanna’s mother. Kanna purchased the weapon in 36advance and then asked her father to meet her in a deserted place, which makes it pretty much impossible to deny intent to kill. So, in order to plead extenuating circumstances, we were planning to rely on her mother’s testimony. However, she’s refused to testify for our side. She’s going to be a witness for the prosecution.”

         For a while I was speechless. Instead, Tsuji leaned forward and asked, “Does that mean there’s a conflict between the mother and daughter?”

         “Looks like it. Kanna admits to killing her father, but she insists it wasn’t premeditated, and her motive remains unclear. So, it looks like this case is definitely going to court.”

         Kitano-sensei spoke up.

         “Anno-sensei, perhaps it would be better to be a little more circumspect? The fact that her father opposed her career plans might not have been enough of a motive to kill him.”

         “Yes, it’s too simplistic. That’s why I’m sure you agree that there must have been some other reason. In cases like this, the prosecution’s likely to ask for fifteen years at the least. My goal is to get a sentence of less than half of that.”

         “Less than half?”

         Tsuji and I reacted in unison.

         “But, Anno-sensei, it’s a clear-cut case of murder, isn’t it?” said Tsuji. “How could you possibly get such a short sentence? Admittedly I’m not that familiar with legal matters.”

         “Are you saying there might be circumstances that warrant a shorter sentence?” I asked.

         Kasho looked at me.

         “That’s something we won’t know until we dig deeper. 37However, if there is something more going on than what we see on the surface, do you think it’s fair that she should be forced to spend so many years in prison that she’ll never really be able to start over in life? Just because nobody knew about it? If you’re convicted of murder, you’re isolated from society for over a decade. But if there’s a chance of a shorter sentence, even if you’re guilty, you might still have a chance at life.”

         After a short pause, Tsuji nodded.

         “I get it,” he said.

         During this discussion, I discreetly checked my wristwatch. It was almost time for my first afternoon counselling appointment.

         “I get the point of what you’re saying,” I told Kasho, “but I’m really sorry—I have to get to work.”

         The men seemed to snap back into the present, taking a drink of water and announcing to each other that they too should be getting back to work.

         We settled the bill and left the coffee shop. The air outside was wintry and dry. Since Kasho’s office was within walking distance, he quickly thanked us and left. The remaining three of us decided to walk to Ochanomizu Station.

         The road to the station was open and spacious, and the wind gusted between the tall buildings. The area in front was packed with students from the nearby university.

         “Anno has a strong sense of justice,” commented Kitano-sensei as we passed through the ticket gate. “I really respect him. There are a lot of lawyers who don’t want to deal with criminal cases.”

         He looked dignified in his navy-blue suit, but right now his voice sounded like that of a younger man. 38

         “Oh, I thought that most of a lawyer’s work came from criminal cases,” I said.

         “Not at all. To tell the truth, they just don’t pay well. The savviest among our peers deal in foreign corporate acquisitions and live in high-rise luxury apartments in the hills of Akasaka,” he explained with a sigh.

         “People with money do seem to like living in high places,” commented Tsuji. “I guess they like to look down on everyone else.”

         I laughed as we descended the stairs to the platform.

         The three of us stood on the platform, exuding that post-work ambience. There was an odd sense of similarity between us; we were like a cone, a cylinder, and a sphere—features in common and yet very different. Around us people passed. Occasionally the hem of a trench coat swayed, revealing a glimpse of a stocking-clad leg.

         “Even though you’re not blood-related, you and Anno-sensei are remarkably similar. Well, not physically, but you have a similar atmosphere,” Kitano-sensei remarked.

         Tsuji started to agree, but then grabbed his cell phone from his jacket pocket. He appeared to be answering a work call, using one hand to cover his mouth as he stepped away.

         Left behind, I exchanged a glance with Kitano-sensei. When he smiled, my feelings softened a bit.

         “As for the defendant, she may be shown some leniency depending on her motive,” he said. “But in my opinion, the sentence will probably end up being around thirteen or fourteen years.”

         For a young woman to spend all of her precious twenties in 39prison, finally being released in her late thirties … Kasho was right, it was a long time. On the other hand, I didn’t know how much room for defense there was for someone who had committed such a deviant act as patricide.

         “But we’ll do our best, Sensei,” he added. I bowed in return.

         As the train approached, Kitano-sensei suddenly asked, “Makabe-sensei, I know you’re busy with your clinic, but have you always been interested in writing a book like this?”

         The strong wind from the train tunnel blew my hair over my face. I turned my head to see him better, keeping a firm grip on my bag.

         “Yes, I want to become famous through this work,” I said.

         Kitano-sensei seemed to be caught off guard by that response.

         “But I’m sure it’s not that easy,” I quickly added.

         “I see,” he said with a laugh. He nodded his farewell as I boarded my train.

         Once I was alone on the train, I got cold feet. Should I take on this job? I wondered if it was really a good idea to get involved with Kasho again. And what about the victim? There were risks in publishing a book that appeared to sympathize with the perpetrator. I certainly didn’t want to interfere with the trial. Most of all, I couldn’t get over the news that her mother was turning witness for the prosecution.

         In the midst of my misgivings, my cell phone vibrated. As I was on the train, I considered ignoring it, but I was startled when I saw Kasho’s name on the screen. I turned my back to the other passengers and answered the call.

         “Sorry I had to run off,” he said. “Are you already at work?”

         We’d just reached my stop and the doors opened. 40

         “I’m still at the station,” I replied as I got off the train. Above my head there was blue sky once more.

         I was about to ask what was wrong, but just as I took a breath of the brisk air, Kasho spoke again.

         “There’s something I want to tell you. As Kitano-sensei said, the odds are against us right now. But on top of that there are several anomalies in Kanna’s testimony. From the outset, even I didn’t think there was much room for sympathy if it was a case of a daughter killing her father. But when her mother sided with the prosecution, I began to feel there was something hidden there.”

         “That’s what I thought too,” I said cautiously.

         “Right. That’s why we really have to find out what was going on in that family. Yuki, you’ll have your own access to Kanna—maybe through you we can get some clues.”

         *

         Facing me in the detention center visitors’ room, Kanna seemed more willing to open up than the first time we met. She even smiled when she saw me.

         “Makabe-sensei, I’m looking forward to working with you,” she said, bowing her head politely.

         I returned her smile, keeping my writing utensils on my lap for the time being.

         “How are you feeling today?” I asked.

         “Not too bad. Yesterday, Anno-sensei and Kitano-sensei came to visit, and my friend also brought this for me.”

         Kanna lifted the hem of her white hoodie. Curious, I asked about her friend. 41

         “Yes, we’ve been friends since elementary school, her name’s Kyoko. She’s beautiful, smart, and I’ve always been able to rely on her. For some reason, she considers me her best friend. Even though we went to different universities, we still meet up every month to go shopping or get lunch or something.”

         When I asked, it turned out that Kyoko attended a more prestigious university than Kanna had. I figured that if they had been close friends since elementary school, her clever friend Kyoko might be able to give me some insight into Kanna’s family background. However, I hadn’t developed a deep level of trust with Kanna yet. There was the possibility she might react badly if I asked right off to meet with her friend, so I decided to keep that thought to myself for now.

         “I read your letter, and there are things I’d like to ask you about,” I said. “However, we only have a limited amount of time in these meetings, so it’s a challenge to figure out the best approach.”

         Kanna was silent behind her long eyelashes. Her expression became more serious, and her eyes seemed to moisten.

         “I don’t know what to do either, so I’ll leave it to you,” she said.

         “Well, how about this? Before my next visit you write me a letter about your relationship with your mother and some of the memories you have with her?”

         Kanna frowned for a moment, then looked at me clearly puzzled.

         “Do you have any objections to doing that?” I asked.

         “No, it’s not that …”

         Her hands gripped her knees over her blue jeans, and she seemed rather indignant.

         “It’s just that it’s my father who died. Why are you asking about my mother?” 42

         “Even though the case did concern your father, I want you to reflect on your relationship with your mother, if possible. Of course, you are free to include stuff about your father as well.”

         “Okay, but my relationship with my mother is … normal.”

         “By the way, in the letter you sent me, you said that you wanted to be fixed. Could you describe to me what kind of person you imagine becoming?”

         I glanced at the shadowy figure of the guard standing behind Kanna. I checked my watch and saw there were only a couple of minutes of visiting time left.

         “I want to be someone who can understand other people’s pain, someone with a more human heart,” she replied.

         “Before you worry about understanding the pain of others, let me ask you this—are you able to feel your own pain?”

         She seemed not to understand the question.

         “No, but I’m the one in the wrong,” she mumbled vaguely.

         I urged her to think over what I’d just asked her. I hoped it would somehow bring back some light to those soulless eyes.

         *

         When I exited Shinjuku Station, the city seemed to have sunk under a heavy darkness. The lights of Takashimaya department store seemed simultaneously both near and far away. I walked swiftly, neatly dodging through the oncoming crowd by making myself as small as possible and twisting my shoulders from side to side. The area around the ticket gate was brilliantly lit, making me dizzy for a moment. As I descended the stairs, trying to shake off that light-headed feeling, my cell phone rang. 43

         “Hello, Yuki? It’s me.”

         I tensed immediately at the sound of the voice.

         “It’s so noisy I can hardly hear you,” she went on. “Are you outside? Where’s Masachika?”

         It was a rapid-fire assault of questions.

         “Mom, I’m in Shinjuku right now. I need to get something from the electronics store.”

         “Are you going home right after that?”

         I’d just begun to respond when my mother cut me off: “In that case, I’ll drop by in about an hour. I’m bringing souvenirs from our trip to England. You like those biscuits, don’t you? The ones with lots of butter?”

         There was, of course, no explanation of who “our” referred to. I was pretty sure that imported biscuits could be found quite readily in the local Kaldi import store, but that wasn’t enough of a reason to reject her gift.

         “How about eating out somewhere? Masachika will be home, and I haven’t started dinner yet.”

         “Sure, fine,” she said in her abrupt way. “Not meat though. I ate loads of it while I was overseas, and I’m sick of it. If you know a good sushi place, make a reservation there.”

         Having relayed her order, she hung up. I sighed and hurried back onto the train. Leaning up against the door, I sent my son a text. He texted right back, What a pain. I ignored the text and put away my cell phone. Even if it was a bit of a hassle to organize, it was still worth it. For the sake of my mental health, I didn’t want that woman to set foot inside my house.

         Although it was a bit far from the station, we went to a famous sushi restaurant, where my mother ordered all her favorites. 44Masachika took advantage of the moment to order the fancy fatty tuna and sea urchin.

         My mother handed her grandson paper carrier bags, one with a jacket and others filled with sweet snacks and various souvenirs, but when it was time to leave, she opened her purse and turned to me.

         “Sorry, I intended to just stop by your place today, so I don’t have any cash. Can I pay you next time?”

         I took out several thousand-yen bills from my wallet and handed them to her.

         “I’ve got a lot on me. Pay with your card, and I’ll give you this cash.”

         “Oh, really? Thanks,” she responded in a monotone. A resigned look on her face, she took out her gold card. I watched her hand as she signed the bill.

         “I’m thirsty. I feel like getting some tea,” my mother announced as we left the sushi restaurant and set off along the dimly-lit alley.

         I glanced at the large supermarket across the street.

         “Gamon will be home soon, so I need to shop for a few things and get back.”

         “Oh, really?” she said disappointed, and her shoulders slumped a little in her black woolen jacket. “You’re lucky to have such a kind husband. Your father’s still the same as ever, off on business trips most of the time. Well, I have my own fun with the other neighborhood wives, going on trips and ladies’ nights out and the suchlike. I’m just fine—even though you are all so distant with me and hardly ever get in touch.”

         “I call you sometimes,” said Masachika, and my mother smiled and patted his head. 45

         “My sweet grandson is the best,” she said. “Well, I guess I’ll be heading home then.”

         I urged Masachika across the street as soon as the traffic light changed, waving at my mother as we went. There was a rush of relief, along with heavy fatigue, that I felt every time I fulfilled my duties as a daughter.

         In the fresh food section of the supermarket, as I was looking at the ground meat, Masachika asked me, “Mom, were you in a bad mood today?”

         Behind the gentle gaze which reminded me so much of Gamon, lurked a hint of coldness, which was something he’d inherited from me for sure. I rather liked Masachika’s eyes, the way they managed simultaneously to hold both darkness and light.

         “No, not at all,” I replied, putting a container of ground beef into my basket. “Tomorrow’s lunch is going to be spaghetti bolognese. I can’t remember, do you eat celery or not?”

         “Does Grandma hate paying for things? She’s asked you to pay before, right?”

         My stomach swirled a little. I hesitated to reply, but nevertheless went ahead, choosing my words carefully.

         “I think she believes it’s okay to depend on me for stuff. When I was little, my dad—your granddad—was hardly ever at home, and so it was just your grandma and me most of the time. Maybe she thinks it’s normal for her to rely on her daughter.”

         “Hey, it’s pretty much the same now at our house. You and Dad take turns being home.”

         “I think we manage to spend a bit more time together as a family,” I countered, suddenly feeling very guilty.

         “You’re kidding, right?” retorted Masachika childishly. “You 46got lucky that Dad’s happy to take care of me, so you don’t need to make any effort. I’m right, aren’t I?

         Overflowing with affection, I tried to put my arm around Masachika’s head for a hug, but he quickly resisted.

         “Ugh, get off me. You’re so annoying,” he said and ran off toward the snack aisle.

         “Hey, what about the biscuits your grandma brought back for you?”

         “I don’t want biscuits. They’re all dry and crumbly.”

         I gave up, and decided I’d share them with Risa on our lunch break.

         *

         Makabe-sensei,

         Thank you very much for the other day. I’ll try writing the letter you suggested.

         I was thinking about my earliest memories. The image of a snow globe with a snowman came to mind. When I was in preschool, one time my father came home from a long stay overseas, and my mother and I went to the airport to meet him. In the taxi on the way back from the airport, he gave me a white snow globe. It had white paper snowflakes that swirled when you shook it. It was a souvenir from London I think, and I was really happy with it at the time. But when I think of the smiling face of that snowman, it makes me feel sick now.

         That gift was the first and the last I ever got from my father.

         The house we moved to after my father came back to Japan had a separate detached building, which was my father’s art studio. It was like a little playhouse to me, and I was very curious about it, but 47I was told firmly by my father never to enter it without permission. In my early years, I never rebelled against my parents, and I never asked them for lots of stuff or anything like that. I think I was quite well-behaved compared to most other children.

         My mother was kind, but my father was always the most important member of the household and always had priority. Ever since his time in art school, my father, Naoto Hijiriyama, had been told by his teachers that he had a promising future. His reputation was so great that stories of it reached my mother, who was in an art theory course. My mother used to tell me about the first time she saw one of my father’s paintings, on display at the university festival when they were both freshman students. She said that the painting was the only one in the whole exhibition that looked alive. It was a woman in profile looking down at the floor.

         Since she lacked the ability to create art herself, my mother had always admired men with talent. For my father, who had a very strong appreciation of beauty, my mother was probably the ideal partner. They say she was one of the most beautiful women on campus.

         My mother used to tell me that her only redeeming feature had been her looks, which led sometimes to being treated badly by people. She said it was my father who had rescued her from all that.

         I’m getting tired now after writing for so long. I’m sorry. Good night.

         Kanna Hijiriyama

         *

         The rain brought a drop in temperature, and the days turned chilly. 48

         All along the concrete sidewalk from the station to the office, I was splashed with raindrops that left muddy stains on my tights and trench coat.

         As I placed my belongings in my locker, I caught sight of myself in the small mirror and noticed that my hair was looking a mess. Fortunately, I had no counselling appointments scheduled for the afternoon, so I quickly called my usual hair salon and made an appointment for a cut.

         At lunch I made do with a single onigiri rice ball from the convenience store and headed to the salon, which was no distance at all from the office. This way, I could get back quickly if someone made a last-minute appointment.

         The salon on Mejiro-dori was empty, perhaps because of the rain. Seated in a chair by the window, I opened their hairstyle catalogue. As I turned to the page with the bob styles, I remembered how Gamon had said he’d like to see me with long hair sometime.

         The stylist came over and asked me what I’d like.

         “I’m thinking of letting it grow, so please just tidy it up for me,” I told her.

         “Makabe-san, you’ve had this bob for a very long time, haven’t you?” she commented.

         I nodded and took out my cell phone. I intended to check the online news, but I was transfixed by the first headline I saw: Former Lover of Stunning Beauty Killer Confesses: “I was her slave.” It took me a moment to work out it was an excerpt from an article in a popular news gossip magazine. In the meantime, the stylist took me over to the shampoo station and installed me in a reclining chair. I couldn’t stop wondering about the magazine article the whole time my hair was being washed. 49

         As soon as the cut and blow-dry were done, I hurried out of the shop and called Kasho. The scent of shampoo lingered as the phone rang. He didn’t pick up, so I left him a voice message.

         Sprinting back through the rain, I searched online for more details. I came across all kinds of ugly chat, such as “Her selfies are all porn” or “She’s a total whack job,” and an uncomfortable knot began to form in my stomach. At that moment, Kasho called back.

         “Ignore it, it’s just some scumbag,” Kasho said straight away, and I calmed down a little.

         “Have you told Kanna about it?” I asked.

         “I wasn’t sure whether it was a good idea or not, but in the end I did. She figured out right away who it was. It’s a guy by the name of Yoichi Kagawa. He’s an alumnus of the same university as Kanna.”

         “Is it true that he’s her ex-boyfriend?”

         “Not sure if it’s quite accurate to call him a boyfriend, but well, yeah,” Kasho replied.

         “I haven’t been able to check the original article yet, but were there private photos published?” I asked uneasily. Kasho’s reply was nonchalant.

         “Just one of her in a swimsuit giving the peace sign. She said she didn’t send him anything too risqué.”

         I felt incredibly relieved to hear this. But at the same time, I thought how shocked Kanna must have been.

         “I’m thinking of going to talk to this Yoichi Kagawa,” said Kasho.

         “Can I come with you?”

         Kasho didn’t give me an immediate answer. Perhaps he was 50considering the legal implications. He left my question hanging and changed the subject.

         “So, how’s it going on your end? Any progress?”

         I gave a small sigh.

         “Nothing yet. She just repeats that she killed him over their disagreement about her job interview.”

         “I see. But why were the parents so against it? If their cute daughter wants to become a TV presenter, why not support her?”

         “That’s why I think there’s something being hidden from us there,” I said. “If I could meet the ex-boyfriend, I might be able to find out something.”

         “Got it. I’ll think it over,” he said, and was about to hang up.

         I stopped him.

         “Kasho?”

         “What?”

         “Don’t you think it’s about time we had a heart-to-heart?”

         There was a pause, and then I heard him laugh.

         “I thought you said I was heartless. How can we have a heart-to-heart if I don’t possess one?”

         His tone had turned sarcastic. He hadn’t changed after all …

         “Forget it,” I said.

         “May I inquire at least your reason for bringing that up now?”

         It was a provocative form of politeness, at which I felt nothing but despair. How did it come to this? A question I’d asked myself thousands of times. Over and over again. How had it ended up this way?

         “We haven’t really forgiven each other enough to cooperate properly, have we?” I remarked.

         There was a brief pause, and the call was disconnected. 51

         *

         As I passed by the break area at the TV studios, I saw a man and a woman in conversation. I recognized them both as presenters. The male presenter, famous for his pretty-boy looks, stood with his knees slightly bent in order to maintain eye contact with the young woman.

         “Good morning,” I called out.

         The female presenter turned and greeted me back.

         “Makabe-sensei, did you hear?” she said. “Ichika-san has passed away. She was on the program with you several times, wasn’t she? The news just broke.”

         “What? How?” I asked.

         “It seems it was suicide. She was such a good kid, always hard-working and not a bit self-important.”

         I saw flashes of Ichika’s painfully skinny body and big smile. It didn’t matter that she’d become popular; she was never arrogant—rather she suffered from low self-esteem. I recalled that she’d published her autobiography at the end of last year.

         “Ichika had a difficult family environment, right? I was surprised when I read about it in her book,” the male presenter said.

         “Yeah, right after that kind of self exposure, there’s a period where you become the subject of a lot of attention. But after that passes, it’s easy to become depressed due to the drop in attention. But I can’t say if that is the case here.”

         “I see,” said the male presenter nodding as if he’d understood. “If you’re ever worried about anything at all, don’t hesitate to talk to me. I’ll take you out for a nice dinner anytime.”

         His remarks were addressed exclusively to his younger 52colleague. I grimaced slightly and went into hair and makeup.

         As I was getting my makeup done, I examined my own features: not bad, but not particularly beautiful either. A face with no distinctive features. The only thing that stood out was my collarbone, protruding above my shirt.

         I’d met that male presenter several times previously, but he’d never once made eye contact with me. There were men like that everywhere in the television industry—men who wouldn’t engage in conversation with women they’d give less than an eight out of ten on looks. Men who thought nobody would notice this behavior. Or maybe they just thought it didn’t matter. These were men who had never suffered a single setback in their lives.

         Even as I smiled and conversed with the program host in the gleaming white studio, thoughts of Ichika’s suicide, conflicts with men, and the letter from the tightly closed heart of Kanna Hijiriyama became squished together in my mind like morsels of a crumbled cake.

         *

         Late that night, the door to my home office opened, and Gamon came in.

         “Yuki, if you’re sleepy, why not move to the bedroom?”

         I looked up.

         “I’m not sleeping,” I said dully. The pages of my open book had got bent, and I attempted to smooth them out with the tips of my fingers. “For some reason, I can’t seem to calm down enough to sleep right now.”

         Gamon dashed out of the study as if he’d just remembered 53something. He returned right away with an Amazon package. I opened it and took out a thick art book.

         “What’s that?” he asked.

         “A book of paintings by Kanna’s father.”

         The paintings were of girls in the early years of adolescence. Some wore traditional Japanese kimono, while others were dressed in classic maid outfits. And then others again were topless, their backs exposed to the onlooker.

         Their rounded cheeks exuded an easy sensuality, and their big eyes shone with a kind of melancholy that reminded me of French dolls. The paintings were reminiscent of Renoir.

         “Are you familiar with this artist?” I asked Gamon.

         “Never heard of Naoto Hijiriyama. Not really my area of expertise, anyway.”

         “What do you think?” I asked, sitting beside him on the floor rug. Gamon was quiet for a while as he studied the images.

         “Honestly, I don’t really like them,” he said at last. “Despite the incredibly realistic representation, it feels like he fails to depict a positive view of that reality.”

         Certainly, the paintings were so lifelike that they could be mistaken for actual people, but it seemed that what was depicted the most clearly was Naoto Hijiriyama’s viewpoint. The gaze, the texture of the skin, the atmosphere. Reality and the ideal were superimposed, bizarrely integrating into a painting.

         “Don’t push yourself too much,” said Gamon.

         I laughed.

         “What do you mean push myself?”

         “Your TV program, this book—I know you’re worrying about our income and the mortgage … It’s me who has to think about 54returning that down payment to my parents. If I didn’t need to have that workspace, a reasonably priced rented apartment would have done fine.”

         I didn’t reply, just reached for my mug and took a sip of the now cold coffee.

         “And now this situation with Kasho,” he continued. “It’s hard for me to say because he’s my brother, but I know how difficult he can be.”

         “Yeah, he’s difficult and definitely got a wild streak,” I agreed.

         “When we were kids, he once climbed onto next door’s garage roof and jumped off. He said he wanted to because the snow was piled up, but the garage itself was more than two meters high.”

         “Ha! That sounds dangerous. But don’t boys do reckless things all the time?”

         “Well, I didn’t,” Gamon said with a smile. “You know, Kasho always went on about how stupid it was to do stuff like that, but then he suddenly jumped off a roof. Maybe he just likes to play the fool for others’ entertainment; that’s how he seems to relate to the world. It would be great if he could meet a down-to earth, family-orientated kind of woman, someone who could create a place where he can feel safe, at ease.”

         “Yes … I think I’m going to bed now,” I announced.

         I took my empty mug to the dark kitchen, gave it a perfunctory wash, and laid it in the draining rack. I suddenly felt like crying. I wanted to release all my pent-up emotions by crying out loud, like a baby.

         But the wave of my emotions didn’t rise up high enough. Fatigue and sleepiness repelled them, crushing them down so that 55they sunk back deep into my heart. Even crying requires both youth and physical strength, I realized.

         As I rolled my sleeves back down, I thought about Kanna, asleep in her cold cell.

         *

         The next time I went to visit Kanna, it was difficult to hear anything she was saying. I scooted my chair backwards slightly so that I could lean forward and put my ear close to the small holes in the glass partition.

         “Why were your parents opposed to you becoming a TV presenter?” I asked.

         Kanna’s voice was subdued.

         “I don’t know, but my father always told me I should go into a steady, honest profession like teacher or researcher, not one where I would have to appear in public.”

         Careers such as teaching or research seemed rather far removed from Kanna’s desire to be a presenter. While I completely understood that a parent might have concerns about the entertainment industry and the way it seemed to idolize anyone who was young and kawaii, her father’s opinion seemed rather closed-minded and judgmental.

         “Sensei, did you read that magazine interview with Yoichi Kagawa?”

         I said that I’d skimmed it.

         “Were you in a relationship with him?”

         As soon as I asked, Kanna strongly denied it. She’d obviously been expecting the question. 56

         “He forced me into it. I never liked him from the beginning, but he said he would die if I broke up with him. I feel ashamed that people would think of me as someone who liked someone like him and would have dated him willingly. It’s awful.”

         “How long were you involved with him for?”

         “From when I started university … about two and a half years.”

         Quite a long time considering she claimed to dislike him so much, I thought.

         “Was the break-up amicable?”

         “I dunno, he suddenly started saying he wanted a normal romantic relationship. He talked about getting married in the future and wanting to be with just one person for the rest of his life. But now he’s acting like some kind of victim and making all these allegations. He’s just scum.”

         This reminded me of my last conversation with Kasho.

         “Anno-sensei says he wants to talk to Yoichi. Did he tell you?”

         “Yes. I told him that he shouldn’t believe everything Yoichi says. He laughed, and said that guys like him who can’t get women lie that way all the time.”

         Kanna’s expression visibly brightened, making me feel a little uneasy. Of course, she was stuck in a situation where she was forced to rely on her defense lawyer, but I was bothered by the complete absence of the name of her other lawyer, Kitano-sensei, in the conversation. I supposed if Kasho was more of the paternal type, then it would have been less worrying how emotionally dependent she seemed to be becoming on him.

         I casually cut in, “If you don’t mind, I’d like to sit in when he talks with Yoichi. Is that okay?”

         I was surprised when she immediately agreed. 57

         “Sure. Just be aware that he has a way of twisting the truth and things that other people have said. I’m a bit worried about what he might say.”

         I hadn’t expected Kanna to be so forthcoming about Yoichi Kagawa. Perhaps asking questions about her past love life might be the way to draw out her true feelings.

         “How did you two meet?”

         “At a cherry blossom viewing party when I was a freshman at the university. Yoichi had already graduated by then, but he joined the party and came over to talk to me. I thought he was a nice person, and he seemed to get on with everyone, so we exchanged contact information. Right away I started getting texts from him all the time. I kept telling him I wasn’t interested, but my boyfriend at the time was terrible, and, well … was physically abusing me, and when I asked Yoichi for advice, he helped me a lot. That’s how we ended up dating.”

         I found it significant that she chose the phrase “he helped me” rather than “he took advantage of me.” I felt I’d caught a glimpse of the complexity of her feelings.

         “I didn’t ask for any of them, but he kept giving me expensive gifts and would drive me home late at night. But he never made any effort to really know me. He just liked the way I looked, and then when we started dating, he kept saying I was difficult or that I was a liar, without trying to understand me at all.”

         Kanna was becoming more heated and her breathing heavier.

         “Do you remember telling me before that you were a liar?” I said.

         She hesitated a moment, looking troubled.

         “Well, that’s because it’s true, and there’s nothing I can do about it.” 58

         “For example, what lies have you told?” I asked, as I checked my watch. It was frustrating that I wasn’t able to give her enough time to consider the answer.

         Kanna shook her head.

         “I can’t think of anything specific right now,” she said, “but I’ve always been told that I’m a liar.”

         “Who by?”

         The expression on her face turned tense. There was hardly any time left, so I moved on quickly.

         “For the next letter, is it okay if I make some specific requests?”

         She nodded yes, faintly nervous.

         “I’d like to know about your love life, right back from your first love up to the day of the incident. Anything you remember, whether you were hurt by it, or if it made you happy, things you disliked, anything at all.”

         She seemed to be taken aback by this request and began to blink rapidly.

         “What’s wrong?” I asked.

         No reply. Which was it, I thought. Which of the things I’d said had elicited this reaction from Kanna? But before I could figure it out, the guard apparently decided the meeting was over and whisked her away.

         Kasho was waiting by the reception desk at the main entrance.

         Dressed in a suit with his lawyer’s badge on the collar, he was carrying a store bag that seemed to contain some sort of gift. I recognized the name of a reasonably-priced clothing brand for young women and couldn’t help being impressed that he knew of it.

         I made eye contact as I approached. 59

         “I got Kanna’s approval to meet with Yoichi Kagawa. Thanks for your cooperation.”

         Kasho frowned at me.

         “Yeah, got it,” he said, sounding resigned.

         I left the building, and as I was walking through the dreary parking lot, I heard rapid footsteps approaching from behind. Before I could turn around, someone grabbed my left arm, and I almost screamed. It felt as if a fierce wind was right in my face, taking away my vision.

         It was Kasho—he spun around to block my route.

         “Wait! About that meeting you just had with Kanna.”

         Releasing my arm, he began to fire questions at me.

         “Right after you met with her, she had some sort of panic attack and was taken away. What happened?” He looked frustrated. “Don’t push her so hard. It’s reckless. We don’t have the luxury of time before the trial.”

         “How about you don’t accuse me of things you weren’t there to see?” I snapped back, unable to contain myself.

         It was noisy on that windless lot filled with the roar of passing cars on the nearby street. Some kind of powerful scent, possibly from a fabric softener, emanated from Kasho’s clothes. The artificial cleanliness was so typical of him.

         “Visiting time’s only fifteen minutes, which is nothing like enough, and Kanna’s story today was full of holes,” I continued. “I haven’t been able to grasp the facts of the case as well as you have yet. Despite that, I’m doing my best to believe what you said before about there being something else going on. It’s upsetting to be accused of cornering her or trying to push her over the edge.” 60

         There was a brief silence.

         “I apologize,” he said abruptly. “I didn’t mean to overstep.”

         I was surprised at his sudden turnaround. I immediately felt calmer and apologized for raising my own voice.

         “We don’t have a single witness on our side, so I’m getting pretty anxious,” Kasho admitted. “Ideally, immediate family would be the best, but her mother won’t support her, and of course she has no siblings.”

         “Have you talked to Kanna’s mother?”

         “Only once, at the hospital. Anyway, all I could find out is that Kanna has always had a difficult relationship with her father, and then I was thrown out before I could ask any more. And what’s worse than refusing to help us, she’s saying that as Kanna’s mother, she believes if her daughter killed someone then she has to atone for her sins, and that’s why she has taken the side of the prosecution. She hasn’t visited Kanna at the detention center once. I’m the one providing her with shirts and skirts and things.”

         His tone was offhand, but it was clear he was also struggling with the case.

         “What about other relatives?”

         “I tried contacting them, but her maternal grandparents are already dead, and it seems she had little contact with any other relatives. As for her paternal grandmother, she just cried and lamented how ungrateful Kanna-chan was, even though her son had raised her to adulthood.”

         “Ungrateful,” I murmured. The word bothered me.

         Kasho sat on the guardrail and took out an electronic cigarette. 61

         “You haven’t quit smoking yet?” I commented.

         “Too much stress,” he said with a bitter laugh.

         As the odorless smoke drifted off into the sky, we briefly discussed what our approach should be from here on. Then we parted ways.

         *

         I hadn’t really expected Yoichi Kagawa to show up, so when he waved to us from his seat in the hotel tea lounge, I was thrown off balance.

         He smiled and bowed politely as we approached. He wore a brown checked shirt and khaki chinos. With his sloping shoulders and slightly drooping eyelids, he seemed at first glance pleasant and friendly. I noticed a few acne scars on his cheeks; altogether, a very ordinary looking young man.

         Kasho handed him his business card. Despite being in casual wear, Yoichi took out a card case and offered his own in return. He carefully examined Kasho’s.

         When the waiter arrived, it wasn’t Kasho but Yoichi who asked everyone, “What will you have?”

         We all ordered a coffee, then Kasho spoke first.

         “Kanna-san has no intention of suing you for defamation. Rather, we’re here because we would really appreciate your cooperation in getting a full picture of the case. You started dating Kanna when she was a freshman university student, and you were together until last autumn, is that correct?”

         “Ah, yes. Now I feel guilty about what I did to Kanna … but my comments were distorted in that article. The students at the 62university have even started blaming me now … I’ve realized that most of what you read in the media is just fiction.”

         Did that mean that the article was a complete fabrication?

         I looked at the high-rises of Shinjuku, reflected in the window behind him.

         “Kagawa-san, when you say ‘what you did to Kanna,’ what do you mean?” Kasho asked.

         “Well, I dumped her,” he said, his expression grave.

         “Oh, is that so?”

         “Didn’t she tell you about it already? I broke up with her because I fell for someone else. I really liked Kanna, but because she was younger, I thought she was much more innocent than she was. She cheated on me, and in the end, I just couldn’t forgive her. Thinking back now, I think I was looking for another girl to comfort me. You know, it’s hard to imagine a girl would cheat on you, right?”
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