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Snowflakes danced through the evening light.


The man’s legs were stiff as he stepped from the taxi. A forensics official in a police-issue overcoat was waiting outside the entrance to the station. He ushered the man inside. They passed a work area for duty officers and continued along a gloomy corridor before taking a side door out to the officers’ parking area.


The mortuary stood by itself at the far end of the grounds, a windowless structure with a tin roof. The low rumbling of the extractor fan told him there was a body inside. The official unlocked the door and stepped back. He gave the man a deferential look, indicating he would wait outside.


I forgot to pray.


Yoshinobu Mikami pushed open the door. The hinges groaned. His eyes and nose registered Cresol. He could feel the tips of Minako’s fingers digging through the fabric of his coat, into his elbow. Light glared down from the ceiling. The waist-high examination table was covered in blue vinyl sheeting; above it, a human shape was visible under a white sheet. Mikami recoiled at the indeterminate size, too small for an adult but clearly not a child.


Ayumi . . .


He swallowed the word, afraid that voicing his daughter’s name might make the body hers.


He began to peel back the white cloth.


Hair. Forehead. Closed eyes. Nose, lips . . . chin.


The pale face of a dead girl came into view. In the same moment the frozen air began to circulate again; Minako’s forehead pushed against his shoulder. The pressure receded from the fingers at his elbow.


Mikami was staring at the ceiling, breathing out from deep in his gut. There was no need to inspect the body further. The journey from Prefecture D – by bullet train then taxi – had taken four hours, but the process of identifying the corpse had been over in seconds. A young girl; drowned, suicide. They had wasted no time after receiving the call. The girl, they were told, had been found in a lake a little after midday.


Her chestnut hair was still damp. She looked fifteen or sixteen, perhaps a little older. She hadn’t been in the water for long. There were no signs of bloating, and the slender outline running from her forehead to her cheeks was, along with her childlike lips, unbroken, preserved as though she were still alive.


It seemed a bitter irony. The girl’s delicate features were, he supposed, the kind Ayumi had always longed for. Even now, three months later, Mikami was still unable to think back on what had happened with a cool head.


There had been a noise from Ayumi’s room upstairs. A frenzied sound, like somebody trying to kick through the floor. Her mirror was in pieces. She’d been sitting with the lights off in the corner of her room. Punching, scratching her face, trying to tear it apart: I hate this face. I want to die.


Mikami faced the dead girl and pressed his hands together. She would have parents, too. They would have to come to this place, maybe tonight, maybe tomorrow, and face up to the awful reality.


‘Let’s get out of here.’


His voice was hoarse. Something dry was caught in his throat.


Minako seemed vacant; she made no attempt to nod. Her swollen pupils were like glass beads, empty of thought or emotion. This wasn’t their first time – in the last three months they had already identified two bodies of Ayumi’s age.


Outside, the snow had turned to sleet. Three figures stood breathing chalky clouds in the dark of the parking area.


‘A great relief.’


The pale, clearly good-natured station captain proffered his card with a hesitant smile. He was in full uniform, even though it was outside working hours. The same was true of the director, and of the section chief of Criminal Investigations flanking his sides. Mikami recognized it as a sign of respect, in case he’d identified the girl as his daughter.


He gave them a low bow. ‘Thank you for getting in touch so quickly.’


‘Not at all.’ We’re all police. Skipping any further formalities, the captain turned to gesture at the building and said, ‘Come in, you should warm up a little.’


There was a nudge in the back of Mikami’s coat. He turned and caught Minako’s imploring gaze. She wanted to leave as soon as possible. He felt the same way.


‘That’s very kind, but we should get going. We have a train to catch.’


‘No, no, you should stay. We’ve arranged a hotel.’


‘We appreciate your consideration, but we really do need to go. I have to work tomorrow.’


When he said this, the captain’s gaze dropped to the card in his hands.


Superintendent Yoshinobu Mikami. Press Director. Inspector, Administrative Affairs Department, Personnel Division. Prefecture D Police Headquarters.


He sighed as he looked back up.


‘It must be tough, having to deal with the press.’


‘It can be,’ Mikami said evasively. He could picture the mutinous faces of the reporters he’d left back in Media Relations. They had been in the middle of a heated argument over the format of press releases when the call had come in to notify him of the drowned girl. He had got to his feet and walked out without a word, earning the wrath of the reporters, who were unaware of his family situation: We’re not finished here. Are you running away, Mikami?


‘Have you been in Media Relations long?’ The captain looked sympathetic. In district stations, relations with the press were handled by the station’s vice-captain or vice-director; in smaller, regional stations, it was the captain himself who stood in the firing line.


‘Just since the spring. Although I had a brief stint there a long time ago.’


‘Have you always worked in Administrative Affairs?’


‘No. I spent a long time as a detective in Second Division.’ Even now, this engendered a certain amount of pride.


The captain nodded uncertainly. It was unlikely, even in the regional headquarters, that he had seen any examples of detectives switching into the role of press director.


‘I would imagine, with your insights into Criminal Investigations, that the press might actually listen to you.’


‘I certainly hope so.’


‘You know, it’s a bit of a problem here. There are . . . certain reporters who like to write what they please, true or not.’


The captain scowled and, without changing his expression, waved towards the garage. Mikami was troubled to see the front lights of the captain’s black car flick on. The taxi he’d kept waiting was nowhere to be seen. There was another nudge in his back, but he was hesitant at this point to call another taxi and upset the well-meaning captain.


It was already dark when they drove to the station.


‘Here, this is the lake,’ the captain said from the passenger seat, sounding a little awestruck as a deeper stretch of darkness appeared beyond the window to the right. ‘The internet really is appalling. There is a horrible website, the “Top Ten Suicide Spots” – this lake is listed there. They’ve given it an eerie name, something like the “Lake of Promise”.’


‘The “Lake of Promise”?’


‘It looks like a heart, depending on the angle. The website makes the claim that it grants you true love in the next life; the girl today, she was the fourth. We had one come all the way from Tokyo not too long ago. The press decided to run an article, and now we’ve got the TV to deal with.’


‘That’s terrible.’


‘Absolutely. It’s a disgrace, peddling articles about a suicide. If we had had time, Mikami, I would have liked to ask you for some pointers in dealing with them.’


As if he were uncomfortable with silence, the captain continued to talk. For his part, Mikami lacked the will to carry out any animated conversation. While he was thankful for the captain’s tact, his responses became increasingly terse.


It was a mistake. It wasn’t Ayumi. His thoughts were joyless all the same; no different to those on the journey out. To pray she wasn’t their daughter. He knew all too well that this was the same as wishing she was someone else’s.


Minako was perfectly still at his side. Their shoulders pressed together. Hers felt abnormally frail.


The car turned at a junction. The bright light of the train station came into view directly ahead of them. The square in front of the building was wide and spacious, strewn with a few commemorative monuments. It was almost empty of people. Mikami had heard that the building of the station was the result of political manoeuvring; no one had thought to consider actual passenger numbers.


‘There’s no need to get out, you’ll only get wet,’ Mikami said quickly. He had the rear passenger door halfway open, but the captain beat him out of the car regardless. The man’s face was flushed red.


‘Please accept my apologies for the unreliable information and the trouble you’ve taken to come here. We thought, well, from her height and the position of the mole that she might be . . . I just hope we haven’t caused you too much distress.’


‘Of course not.’


Mikami waved a hand to dismiss the idea, but the captain took hold of it.


‘This will work out. Your daughter is alive and well. We will find her. You have 260,000 friends looking for her, around the clock.’


Mikami remained in a low bow, watching the tail lights as the captain’s car pulled away. Minako’s neck was getting wet in the cold rain. He pulled her slight form close and started towards the station. The light from a police box – one of the koban – caught his eye. An old man, possibly a drunk, was sitting on the road, fending off the restraining arms of a young policeman.


260,000 friends.


There was no exaggeration in the captain’s words. District stations. Koban. Substations. Ayumi’s picture had been sent to police departments across the nation. Officers he would neither know nor recognize were keeping watch day and night for news of his daughter, as if she were their own. The police force . . . family. It inspired confidence, and he was indebted – not a single day went by in which he wasn’t thankful for being part of such a powerful and far-reaching organization. And yet . . .


Mikami bit down on the cold air. He had never imagined it. That his need for help could have become such a critical weakness.


Submission.


Now and then, his blood felt ready to boil. He could never tell Minako.


To find your missing daughter. To hold her alive in your arms. Mikami doubted there was anything a parent wouldn’t put themselves through in order to achieve such a goal.


An announcement rang out along the train platform.


Inside, the train was marked by empty seats. Mikami ushered Minako to a window seat, then whispered, ‘The captain’s right. She’s safe. She’s doing okay.’


Minako said nothing.


‘They’ll find her soon. You don’t need to worry.’


‘. . . yes.’


‘We had the calls, remember? She wants to come back. It’s just pride. You’ll see, one day soon, she’ll just turn up.’


Minako was as hollow-looking as before. Her elegant features shone in the dark window of the train. She looked worn. She had given up on make-up and hairdressers. How would she feel, though, if she realized this only served to draw attention to the natural, effortless beauty of her features?


Mikami’s face was also in the window. He saw a phantom image of Ayumi.


She had cursed the way she’d taken after him.


She had made her mother’s beauty the focus of her anger.


He slowly pulled his eyes away from the window. It was temporary. Like the measles. Sooner or later, she would come to her senses. Then she would come home with her tongue stuck out, like she had done when she made mistakes as a small girl. She couldn’t genuinely hate them, want to cause them pain, not Ayumi.


The train rocked a little. Minako was resting against his shoulder. Her irregular breathing made it hard to know if she was groaning or just asleep.


Mikami closed his eyes.


The window was still there, under his eyelids, reflecting the ill-matched husband and wife.
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Since the morning a strong northern wind had been blowing over the plains of Prefecture D.


The lights were green up ahead, but the traffic was backed up and Mikami could do nothing but edge forwards. He took his hands off the steering wheel and lit a cigarette. Work had already begun on another cluster of high-rise apartments, gradually stealing away the outline of the mountains framed through the car window.


580,000 households. 1,820,000 citizens. Mikami remembered the numbers from a demographic survey he’d seen in the morning paper. Close to a third of that population lived or worked within the limits of City D. After a laboured and drawn-out process the city had successfully merged with the neighbouring cities, towns and villages, giving momentum to the process of centralization. Despite this, work on a universal public transport system – the very first item on the agenda – had yet to begin. With only a few trains or buses in service, most of the routes hugely impractical, the roads were overflowing with cars.


Get a bloody move on, Mikami muttered to himself. It was five days into December, and the morning congestion was particularly bad. The radio seemed poised to announce eight o’clock at any moment. He could make out the five-storey structure of the Prefectural Police HQ up ahead. The sight brought an unexpected sense of nostalgia for its cold but familiar outer walls, despite the fact that he’d only been away in the north for half a day.


He hadn’t needed to go all that way. He’d known from the start that it would be a waste of time. It was obvious now, a day later. Ayumi hated the cold more than most; it was ludicrous to think she would venture north. Even more that she would decide to throw herself into a frozen lake.


Mikami stubbed out his cigarette and pushed down on the accelerator. Space enough for a few cars had opened up ahead.


Somehow, he managed not to arrive late. Having stopped in the station parking area, he hurried towards the main building. As he did this, force of habit pulled his eyes towards the spaces set aside for the press.


He stopped dead. The area, usually empty at this time of day, was packed full of cars. Correspondents representing each of the news outlets would be gathered inside. For a brief moment Mikami wondered if something had happened. But no – they were here to continue yesterday’s discussions, that was all. They would be inside, waiting for him to show.


Gunning for an early start.


Mikami entered the building through the front entrance. It was less than ten steps along the corridor to Media Relations. Three nervous-looking faces looked up as he pushed open the door. Section Chief Suwa and Sub-chief Kuramae, both sitting at their desks facing the wall. Mikumo, at her desk nearest the door.


The cramped space made for subdued greetings.


The room was a little bigger than it had been before the spring, as they’d had the wall to the archive room torn down, but there was hardly room to breathe when the reporters decided all to barge in at once. Mikami had imagined such a situation before he came in, but the press were nowhere to be seen. Feeling as though he’d made a narrow escape, he took his seat by the windows. Suwa approached before he had the chance to call him over. He was unusually reticent when he spoke.


‘Sir. Umm . . . about yesterday’s . . .’


Mikami hadn’t expected this; he’d been getting ready to ask about the press situation. Late last night Mikami had called his reporting officer, Division Chief Ishii of the Secretariat, and given a full account of what had happened during the ID. He had naturally assumed Ishii would pass the news on to his staff in Media Relations.


‘It wasn’t her. Thanks for asking.’


The atmosphere seemed to brighten immediately. Suwa and Kuramae exchanged relieved glances and Mikumo seemed to reanimate; she jumped up and took Mikami’s mug off its place on the shelf.


‘More to the point, Suwa – the press are here?’


Mikami jerked his chin towards one of the walls. The Press Room was on the other side, housing the Press Club, an informal grouping of thirteen news groups.


Suwa’s expression darkened again.


‘Yes, they’re all in there. They were talking about stringing you up. They’ll be barging in soon enough.’


Stringing him up? Mikami felt a sudden irritation.


‘Oh, and if you could also bear in mind – they think you left because you had a relative in a critical condition.’


Mikami paused briefly before he nodded.


The quick-witted spin doctor. That was Suwa to a tee. He was ranked Assistant Inspector, having come up through Administrative Affairs. With three years of experience in Media Relations and another two in the field as a police sergeant, he had already achieved a deep understanding of the modern-day ecology of the press. While his precociousness could be annoying from time to time, his ability to win the reporters over, transitioning seamlessly between the twin roles of diplomat and spin doctor, was genuinely astonishing. Now that he had further polished his skills during his second posting, the department held him in increasingly high regard.


Mikami’s second posting to the office had been less fortuitous. He was forty-six, and the transfer had come after twenty years away. Until the spring, he had worked as the assistant chief of Second Division; prior to that, he had managed a team in the field, investigating corruption and election fraud as a section chief in Non-violent Crime.


Mikami stood and turned towards the whiteboard next to his desk.


Prefecture D, Police Headquarters. Press Release: Thursday, 5 December 2002.


As press director, his first job of the morning was to run through all announcements to be made to the press.


The office received a non-stop deluge of calls and faxes reporting accidents and crimes from within the jurisdiction of the prefecture’s nineteen district stations. The recent and widespread adoption of computers meant the same now applied to emails. Mikami’s staff would summarize the reports using a template, then attach copies to whiteboards in the office and the Press Room. At the same time, they would get in touch with the prefecture’s TV news. It was through activities like these that the force helped facilitate press coverage. Despite this, press releases often ended up becoming sources of friction.


Mikami checked the clock on the wall. It was after eight thirty.


What were they doing in there?


‘Sir, do you have a moment?’ Kuramae had come over to stand in front of Mikami’s desk. His willowy form contrasted with his hefty-sounding name, part of which translated as ‘storehouse’. His tone, as usual, was understated. ‘It’s . . . about the bid-rigging charges.’


‘Sure. Did you manage to find out anything?’


‘Ah . . .’ Kuramae faltered.


‘What is it? The CEO’s refusing to come clean?’


‘To be honest, I wasn’t able to—’


‘You weren’t able to . . . what?’


Mikami’s eyes sharpened unconsciously. It was five days since Second Division had made a series of arrests for bid-rigging charges surrounding a project to build a prefectural art museum. They had raided six mid-tier construction companies and brought eight executives into custody, but the investigation was far from over. Their target was Hakkaku Construction, a regional contractor which they suspected had been behind the process. Mikami had heard whispers that the CEO had been quietly summoned to one of the district stations and that, for the last few days, he had submitted to voluntary questioning. If the police successfully brought in the ringleader, it would be big news for the regional papers.


It was common in Second Division for statements – and the formal issuing of arrest warrants – to be delayed until late at night. Mikami had sent Kuramae to get an overview of the current situation, with the hope of avoiding any confusion that might arise should the timing clash with the cut-off point for the next day’s news.


‘Did you at least find out if the CEO has been brought in?’


Kuramae looked downcast. ‘I asked the assistant chief. But he . . .’


It wasn’t hard to work out what had happened. They had decided to treat Kuramae as a spy.


‘That’s fine. I’ll go and see them later.’


Mikami watched Kuramae move away with slumped shoulders, then let out a bitter sigh. Kuramae had previously worked in an office job at Second Division in one of the district stations. Mikami had asked him to go in the hope that he would be able to use the contacts he’d made there to extract some new information, but he’d been over-optimistic. Anything you gave Media Relations went straight to the press, who would then use it as a bargaining tool. Many detectives still swore by this belief.


Mikami had been no exception.


Back when he was a rookie detective, Media Relations had been nothing but a department to distrust. A pawn of the press. A guard dog for Administrative Affairs. A place to brush up for exams. He had no doubt said as much himself, mimicking the behaviour of his fault-finding superiors. Even from a distance he had found their intimacy with the press distasteful. They would spend night after night drinking, plying the reporters with compliments. At crime scenes they stood aloof, bystanders as they chatted to the press.


Mikami had never considered them to be fellow officers.


Because of this, he had become despondent when, in his third year as a detective, he had received his first transfer to Media Relations. He thought he’d been branded a failure. He took to the work in despair, fully aware of his inability to live up to the task. Then, after only a year, and before he’d even had a chance to learn the ropes, he had received a transfer back to Criminal Investigations.


He had been thrilled by the reinstatement, but had also found himself unable to write off the year-long gap in his detective’s career as simply a whim of Personnel. He began to develop a festering mistrust of the system and, with it, an even more potent sense of fear. He buried himself in his work with newfound urgency, all the time wary of the next round of transfers. Even five or ten years later, he still felt on edge. It was true to say that his fear had served to heighten his fierce commitment to the job. He refused to let himself grow lazy, to submit to any form of temptation, to relax in any way – and this brought results. During his time in First Division he was decorated with commendation after commendation, regardless of whether he’d been working in Theft, Violent Crime or Special Investigations.


Even then, it wasn’t until his transfer to Second Division that Mikami truly came into his own as a detective. Specializing in non-violent crime, he forged himself an indisputable niche within Criminal Investigations, in both district and the Prefectural HQ.


He still hesitated to call himself a genuine, dyed-in-the-wool detective. And those around him wouldn’t let him forget what had happened, even if he’d wanted to. Whenever sensitive case information leaked to the papers, his colleagues and superiors would resist making eye contact. There was a limit to how much he could dismiss as paranoia. The chill horror as the invisible feelers of the witch hunt drew closer was something only those who had experienced it first-hand could understand. Mikami had never been asked to join the hunt for the source of the leaks, no matter how much he’d impressed his superiors with his work, and regardless of his promotion from assistant inspector to inspector. In this respect, the time he had served in Media Relations had been akin to having a ‘criminal record’.


You’re going to be our new press director.


Mikami’s mind had gone blank when Akama, the director of Administrative Affairs, had given him unofficial notification of his transfer earlier in the spring. The only words to enter his mind had been ‘criminal record’.


Akama had gone on to lay out the rationale behind the appointment:


‘I will not stand back and do nothing while the press continues to chastise us for every mistake we make; they lack integrity, along with any understanding of social justice. It’s as though their only goal is to undermine our authority. We’ve been soft, and now they seek to abuse our trust. That’s why we need someone like you, Mikami. A tough press director, someone fierce, someone ready and able to stare them down.’


Mikami had found it hard to accept these words. The police had a tough-guy culture and placed a premium on strength, meaning there was no scarcity of fierce-looking men either in Criminal Investigations or outside it. How did Personnel benefit from taking an inspector at the top of his game, one whose head was filled with the strict application of the criminal code, and assigning him to be protective gatekeeper in a role divorced from the force’s original mission?


Akama had spoken of the transfer as though it were an opportunity. It was true that the post was director grade, usually beyond officers of Mikami’s rank, and that it guaranteed his promotion to superintendent. Yet, even if he’d stayed in Criminal Investigations, Mikami had expected to be promoted in two or three years, and he disliked having the carrot dangled before him when the promotion was in some other area of expertise.


He had been certain that his ‘criminal record’ had influenced the selection. When multiple candidates were considered for a single position, it was Personnel’s standard policy, as a kind of insurance, to go with the person who had the most experience in the chosen field. So Mikami’s issue hadn’t been with the fact that he’d been chosen, but rather with Criminal Investigations having put him forward in the first place.


Mikami had steeled himself and visited Arakida, the director of Criminal Investigations, at his home that same evening. ‘The decision’s been made’ was all the director had said. Exactly as he had twenty years earlier. It had felt to Mikami as if the man had simply dismissed his talent for the job. His disappointment and feelings of dejection were made all the worse for the long years he’d devoted to being a detective.


He was to return to Criminal Investigations in a couple of years. In the meantime, Mikami had taken on the role of press director with a single pledge: to keep his various emotions in check and prevent the rot from setting in. He would not repeat his previous mistakes, nor would he let himself become negligent, or squander the time. More than anything else, his long years of hard work had resulted in a physical and mental routine that ensured he couldn’t bear to leave any problem unattended.


Reforming Media Relations. He knew he had to make this his first task.


His first move had been to launch an offensive on Criminal Investigations. He needed case information, something he could use as a bargaining chip. In dealing with the press, he understood that raw intel was the only real weapon he had at his disposal. He would confront them armed. He would build a mature relationship where each side kept the other in check. Administrative Affairs would come to interfere less and less, and they could finally break free from that three-sided impasse. In this way, Mikami had outlined his schedule for reform.


The wall which Criminal Investigations – the self-acknowledged bull of the field divisions – had erected to protect itself had been substantial. The same was true of Second Division, Mikami’s home for many years, but it was First Division’s unwillingness to talk that had, he had to admit, been the most formidable. He had taken to making a daily pilgrimage to each of the divisions during lunch, circling the axis of First Division, striking up conversations with managers to get a feel for any investigations in progress. Outside work he leveraged his personal network to make contact with mid-level detectives. He waited for public holidays and days off, then showed up outside their apartments bearing small gifts. He bypassed politics and gave it to them straight. As he made the rounds, he told them he needed intel so he could stand up to the press.


He had kept his second motivation hidden. He’d been looking towards the future. If he was to return to Criminal Investigations in two years’ time, it would be with a ‘second offensive’. He had to make sure, during his time as press director, that no one in the department came to view him as an outsider. For better or for worse, he needed to keep them informed of what he was doing in Media Relations; it was a necessary preparation for his return.


His ‘pilgrimages’ continued for two, three months. While he gained little of actual substance, a second and secretly hoped-for reaction began to surface. What he was doing was unusual for a press director and had caught the attention of the media; the effect was far from insignificant. They had started to pay attention. There were noticeable changes in the way they saw him. He was unique, working for now in Media Relations, but a man whose true home was in Second Division. In a few years he could be in a position of importance in Criminal Investigations, and for this reason the press had treated him with a certain deference from the outset, opting to wait and see. It was as true then as ever that Criminal Investigations was the most crucial source of information for the press. And Mikami’s pilgrimages emphasized the ‘proximity’ between Criminal Investigations and Media Relations. Reporters approached him in increasing numbers. It was the first time the press had voluntarily shown up without an explicit invitation.


Mikami had seized the opportunity, and begun his plan of building up their expectations. He put to use what little information he had, plying it to maximum effect. Speaking to the papers individually, he used indirect phrasing and subtle changes in expression to lay down the scent of cases in progress. He made his presence known by keeping the press close, constructing a solid basis for their interaction, transforming the image of a weak press director. At the same time, he’d been careful not to let them get too comfortable around him. Whenever someone came in to kill time, he remained impassive and played up his stern image. He stood firm, and was quick to shut down superficial criticisms levelled against the police. At the same time, he displayed a willingness to listen to considered arguments. When they wanted to negotiate he gave them all the time they needed. He never sought to ingratiate himself with them, yet allowed for certain concessions when necessary. It had been going well. Mikami had eliminated the imbalance of power that had been to their absolute advantage, and yet they showed no signs of annoyance. They were always hungry for more information. The police were hungry only for good publicity. It was a relationship of convenience, with each side in a different corner, but it was possible nonetheless to find a common ground; all that was necessary was to bring a little trust to those face-to-face moments. The framework for Mikami’s vision for Media Relations had continued to come together until Mikami had become convinced his plan was working.


His bête noire turned out to be the director of Administrative Affairs. Mikami had expected an improved relationship with the press to result in less interference, but his prediction had been far from the mark. Akama had become annoyed with Mikami’s management of the office, and started to express his reservations at every opportunity. He began to criticize Mikami for his ‘defeatist’ compromises, bemoaning his liaisons with Criminal Investigations as a stubborn unwillingness to move on. Mikami couldn’t understand it. Akama had wanted a strong press director; Mikami had been sure Akama had taken into account his former connection to Criminal Investigations. He had used this leverage to the best of his ability. And it was bringing results. What problem could Akama have? His decision made, Mikami approached Akama directly. He argued the importance of using his access to case information as a tool for more diplomatic dealings with the press. He hadn’t been able to believe Akama’s response.


‘Just let it go, Mikami. If we allow you access to that kind of information there’s always a chance you could leak it to the press. You can hardly say anything if you don’t know anything. Right?’


Mikami had been stunned. Akama had wanted a stone-faced scarecrow. Don’t act, don’t think. Just stare with that fierce look of yours. Akama might as well have told him that. Media Control, not Media Relations. A genuine hatred for the press. He’d been warped beyond anything Mikami had feared.


Mikami had been unwilling just to give up. Blind obedience to Akama would set Media Relations back twenty years. His reforms were finally in motion – he just needed to push them forward. It was too late to let them come to nothing. The ferocity of his own reaction had amazed him. No doubt it was because he’d felt the breeze of the outside world on his skin. He had learned to see things he’d never even thought of as a detective. It was as if there were a towering wall separating the police from the general public and Media Relations was the only window even close to opening outwards. It didn’t matter how narrow-minded or self-important the press were: if that window was shut from the inside, the police would be completely disconnected from the other side.


Something had lit up in the part of Mikami that was still a detective. To submit and play scarecrow for Administrative Affairs would mean severing the few links he had left to his true self. And yet no one was foolish enough to go up against anyone with influence in personnel decisions. If he was posted to some district station in the mountains, then, far from being reinstated to Criminal Investigations, he would, in terms of the organization, become at once someone only vaguely remembered. Viewed differently, however, it had also been a rare opportunity. If the time came when the situation changed and a return to his home department seemed likely, the story of his standing up to the director of Administrative Affairs – the second-most influential man in the Prefectural HQ – would be enough to purge his ‘second offensive’ and more besides.


With the greatest care, Mikami began to resist Akama. He worked harder to present himself as a loyal subordinate, keeping his emotions at bay while he focused on being true to the cause. He listened quietly but objectively, offering tactful disagreement only when he found himself unable to stomach a particular instruction or order. He also spoke up on certain media strategies he supported, all the while quietly continuing with his plan to reform Media Relations.


He had known he was treading on thin ice. He could feel Akama’s irritability in his pulse. And yet he had persisted in making his opinion known. It was clear now that he’d been energized by the risk. For half a year he’d refused to shy away from Akama’s piercing glares. He’d felt the rush of combat. He might not have been winning, but he hadn’t been losing either.


But . . .


Ayumi’s disappearance had changed everything.


Ash tumbled from his cigarette and hit the table. He’d smoked two already. He checked the clock on the wall. Kuramae was visible, his profile a dim shadow at the edge of Mikami’s vision. Second Division had refused to share their intelligence. Did that mean their goodwill for him was spent? Kuramae was there as a representative of Mikami. The field divisions would have been well aware of that.


It had to be because he’d stopped visiting the divisions, the detectives. Because his press strategy had regressed to being whatever Akama dictated.


A sudden commotion broke out in the corridor.


Here they come. Suwa and Kuramae had enough time to exchange looks before the door swung open, without so much as a knock.
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In an instant the room filled with press. The Asahi, Mainichi, Yomiuri, Tokyo, Sankei and the Toyo. Then the local press: the D Daily, the Zenken Times, D Television and the FM Kenmin. Their overlapping faces were all hard set. Some were openly glaring, their shoulders tense and angry in a way that suggested their more recent cooperation with Mikami was weakening, too. The majority were reporters in their twenties. It was during times like this that Mikami felt an aversion for their youth, for the way it allowed for such brash behaviour. The reporters from Kyodo News and Jiji Press filed into the room a little behind the others. The reporter from the NHK was there, too, at the back of the crowd and sticking halfway into the corridor, craning his neck to see in.


All thirteen member agencies of the Press Club were in attendance.


‘Let’s get on with it.’ A surge of disgruntled voices rose from the crowd and the two men at the front, both with the Toyo, took a step closer. As the Press Club’s representative for the month, it was the Toyo’s place to lead proceedings.


‘Director Mikami. First, we’d like to hear a proper explanation for your sudden departure yesterday.’ Tejima, who had donned a suit jacket, launched the first question.


Toyo. Assistant Chief. University H. Twenty-six. No ideological background. Deadly serious. Tends to overconfidence. Tejima’s entry in Mikami’s notebook.


‘Suwa told us you had a relative in a critical condition. Perhaps so – but does that really justify you getting up and leaving without a single word? And as we’ve heard nothing from you since, I can’t help thinking that your treatment of us is—’


‘Sorry,’ Mikami interrupted. He hated recalling the reason he had left and to have the press asking about it.


Tejima glanced at Akikawa, who was to his side.


Toyo. Chief. University K. Twenty-nine. Left-leaning. Never gives up. De facto leader of the Press Club.


Akikawa looked nonchalant, his arms folded. He preferred to act big, let the others get on with the heavy lifting.


‘Am I correct in assuming that you’re offering an apology?’


‘That’s right.’


Tejima studied Akikawa’s expression for a second time, then turned to face the others. Ready to ask their opinion, he began, ‘Are you all—’


That’ll do, let’s get on with it. He nodded at their silent gestures to carry on, then proceeded to open a photocopied sheet he’d been holding over Mikami’s desk.


Details of a Serious Car Accident in Oito City.


Mikami had no need to check the document. It was a copy of the press report the office had put up a day earlier. A housewife had been distracted while driving her car and hit an elderly man, resulting in severe, full-body injuries to the victim. While road accidents were common enough in themselves, the details of this particular case had become a cause of conflict with the press.


‘Let me ask again – why have you kept the identity of the female driver hidden? You must know you have an obligation to disclose her full details?’


Mikami locked his fingers and met Tejima’s icy stare. ‘As I explained yesterday, the woman is eight months pregnant. She has been in a state of extreme distress since causing the accident. We can’t know how she might react to the shock of seeing her name in the papers, on top of everything else. That is why we haven’t revealed her name.’


‘That is not a valid reason. You’ve even kept her address secret – all we have is “Oito City”. Mrs A, housewife, thirty-two years old. That’s all you’ve given us . . . how can we be sure she even exists?’


‘Of course she’s real, and that’s exactly why we must consider the effect this might have on her unborn baby. Tell me what’s wrong with that.’


They seemed to take Mikami’s counter-argument as arrogance. Tejima’s expression darkened and the room bustled angrily. ‘Since when has that been something the police have to think about? It’s an unnecessary consideration.’


‘The woman is not under arrest. The man had stepped on to the road in a place with no pedestrian crossing. And he’d been drinking.’


‘The fact remains that the driver wasn’t watching the road. And here, you describe the man’s condition as “serious”, where it should say “critical”. The old man, Meikawa, he’s in a coma, after all.’


Mikami glanced at Akikawa from the corner of his eye. How long was he planning to let Tejima rant for?


‘Director Mikami, you need to level with us. This isn’t something we can just turn a blind eye to; the potential consequences are too big. We have a duty to question the driver’s responsibility in this instance.’


Mikami returned his gaze to Tejima, who was still doggedly persevering. ‘So, you want to pass sentence on her by bandying her name around in the papers?’


‘Come on, there’s no need to put it like that. That’s not what we’re saying. What we’re saying is that it’s wrong for the police to make a unilateral decision to withhold a person’s name and address. Whether we print the driver’s name or not should be up to us, after we’ve had the chance to weigh it against the public good.’


‘Why exactly can’t we make that decision for you?’


‘Because the facts of the case become obscured. Without the details of the people involved – their names, addresses – we have no means of verifying that the information you provide is correct, or if the cases are properly closed. Also, if the Prefectural HQ gets into a routine of issuing anonymous reports, who’s to say the district stations won’t start cutting corners in their own statements? Thinking of the worst-case scenario, withholding information like this could be used to bend the truth, even as part of a police cover-up.’


‘A police cover-up . . .’


‘Listen, all we’re saying . . .’ Yamashina’s lanky frame shouldered in from the side. Zenken Times. Provisional Chief. University F. Twenty-eight. Third son of a secretary to a member of the Diet. Charmer. Loser. ‘. . . is that when someone seems desperate to hide something, well, you start to wonder. Maybe she’s the daughter of someone important. Maybe they’re going easy because the old man was a drunk.’


‘You’re being ridiculous,’ Mikami said, his voice unwittingly loud.


Yamashina just shrugged, while other voices boiled over. You’re the ridiculous one! Of course we’re suspicious when you insist on hiding everything! Were the names of pregnant women withheld before? No. We demand a proper explanation! Mikami ignored the jeering. If he opened his mouth he would end up shouting, too.


‘Let’s see, Mikami,’ Akikawa said finally. He took his time, unfolding his arms. It stank of drama, as though to suggest that their star performer was about to take the stage. ‘What you’re afraid of is . . . the police coming under public censure if something were to happen to the woman or her unborn child because her name had come out in the press.’


‘That’s not it. There are simply some circumstances in which a person involved has the right to privacy.’


‘The right to privacy?’ Akikawa scoffed. ‘Let me get this right . . . you think we should be discussing the rights of the guilty party?’


‘Yes.’


Again the room descended into commotion.


Come on! As if you understand that! Isn’t disregarding human rights a particular forte of the police? Who are you to lecture us on that?


‘I don’t understand why you’re so worked up. You know the trend in reporting is increasingly heading towards anonymity. You employ it all the time – on TV, in the papers. Why are you so against us making the decision?’


That’s just arrogance. The police don’t have the right. Don’t you understand anything about press freedom? Anonymous police reports infringe on the public’s right to know.


‘Come on, Mikami, just give us her name. We’re not going to print it if she really is in bad shape.’ Yamashina spoke over them again. This time his tone was conciliatory. ‘It’s not as if it makes any difference in the end. We’d still do our research, get her name and address, even if you were to withhold her details. I imagine it would be harder on her, too – as we know she’s pregnant – if we had to find out from her directly.’


‘Director Mikami, let’s just get this clear,’ Tejima implored, speaking up the moment Akikawa refolded his arms. His forehead was oiled with sweat. ‘Are you willing to consider giving us the woman’s identity?’


‘No.’ Mikami’s answer was immediate. Tejima’s eyes grew wide.


‘Why not?’


‘You know, she was in tears when she pleaded with the officer in charge, asking him not to talk to the press.’


‘Hey! Don’t make us out to be the bad guys.’


‘That’s how scary it is. To face having your name in the papers.’


‘That’s unwarranted. You’re just trying to shift the blame.’


‘You can say what you want. We’re not giving you her name. The decision has already been made.’


The room fell silent. Mikami stood ready for an angry backlash. But . . .


‘You’ve changed, Mikami.’ Akikawa had switched tack. He placed his hands on Mikami’s desk and leaned forwards, his expression grave. ‘We expected things from you. You weren’t like your predecessor, Funaki. You never tried to ingratiate yourself with us, nor did you ever suck up to your superiors. Honestly . . . we were impressed with you after your transfer in. But then you seemed to give up, become indifferent. Now you tow the party line. What happened?’


Mikami was silent. He stared into empty space, loath for them to notice his hesitation. Akikawa continued.


‘You were the one to call Media Relations a “window”. It’s a hard pill to swallow when the same press director chooses to follow official policy blindly, like all the other officers. Without someone willing to listen to us in the outside world, someone who has the nerve to be objective and make a stand, the police will never be anything more than a closed-off black box. Are you happy with that?’


‘The window’s still there. It’s just not as big as you thought.’


Disappointment flashed over Akikawa’s face. Mikami realized that, rather than seeking to attack or condemn, Akikawa had been making a genuine appeal. His eyes were dispassionate when he returned his gaze to Mikami.


‘Okay. I want to know one more thing.’


‘What?’


‘Your personal opinion on anonymous reporting.’


‘Personal, official – the distinction’s irrelevant. The answer’s the same.’


‘You really believe that?’


Mikami was silent again. Akikawa said nothing. Each probed the other’s eyes. Five, ten seconds. Time seemed to slow down. Finally, Akikawa gave a deep nod.


‘Your position is clear enough.’ He looked around the reporters behind him for a while before turning back to face Mikami. ‘Then I formally request, representing the consensus of the Press Club, that you reveal the identity of the woman. We ask this not of you but of the Prefectural HQ.’


Mikami’s eyes provided his answer: you know the decision.


Akikawa nodded again.


‘“Give them the woman’s name and they’ll run it in the papers.” Meaning you, the police, have no trust in us whatsoever. Yes?’


The words came out sounding like an ultimatum. Akikawa turned his back on Mikami. The reporters began to file out of the room, their heels loud.


Don’t think we’re going to stand for this.


A brooding disquiet was all that remained in the cramped room.
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Had they meant to threaten him?


Mikami let out a heavy sigh; he took the copy of the press report from the desk, scrunched it up and tossed it into the bin. The confrontation had been unlike anything that had come before. Their attacks had been personal. It was the first time he’d seen them seem so thirsty for blood, and he felt all the more irritated for it. Nobody had died; it was just a car accident. News they would hardly have paid attention to if it hadn’t become embroiled in the question of anonymous reporting. It was small fry, the kind of news even local papers might not even cover these days.


The office went back to having enough room for its occupants. Suwa’s eyes were scouring the paper. He looked as if he wanted to say something but made no attempt at eye contact. Kuramae and Mikumo were both busy finishing work on the bulletin, their deadline looming. They seemed to be waiting for Mikami’s mood to settle. Or perhaps they simply felt sorry for him. All three had heard Akikawa’s words.


You’ve changed, Mikami.


Mikami lit a cigarette, crushing it after a couple of drags then drinking down the rest of his cold tea. They’d finally put it in words. For a while now, he’d had the strong suspicion that the press would eventually give up on him. Back to square one. He felt indignant as the realization took hold. But perhaps that was nothing more than the result of having overestimated their relationship from the beginning. It was as though he’d hallucinated an oasis in the desert. He hadn’t forged enough of a relationship to claim it was broken. The trust between them had been frail enough for a gust of wind to sweep it away. And he would still struggle to answer if someone asked whether his built-in animosity for the press had faded during his time reforming Media Relations.


He had been unlucky, too. Anonymous reporting was tricky. It had become an issue for the police on a national basis. That his turn had come now, when the faith the press had in him had begun to erode, was particularly unfortunate. The woman’s name was in a drawer in his desk: Hanako Kikunishi. District had included it when faxing in their report, but a call had come in from the station’s second-captain within half an hour of it arriving. Sorry to bother you. The woman’s pregnant, could you keep her anonymous this time?


Mikami called for Suwa to come over. ‘How do you think that went?’


Suwa knotted his eyebrows. ‘They did get a little worked up.’


‘Because of me?’


‘Not at all. I think you did all you could. Win or lose, nothing goes to plan when anonymity is on the agenda.’


His view of the job was similar to Director Akama’s. The only difference, Mikami supposed, was that Suwa employed the carrot as well as the stick. A ball of candy, wrapped in the expertise, skill and pride of a natural spin doctor.


Mikami relaxed back into his chair. He watched Suwa move briskly off to answer a call. Reinvigorated, Mikami found himself thinking, uncharitably. Perhaps Mikami’s arrival had transformed the office into a place difficult for Suwa to do his job. His raison d’être had been threatened by a press director with a background as a detective, inexperienced in Media Relations. Mikami wondered if that was how Suwa felt.


Okay, let’s see what you can do.


Mikami changed tack. He couldn’t allow himself to dwell on the failure of trust and do nothing about the current situation. Whatever action they ended up taking, if they discontinued their relations with the press, it would be equivalent to a detective refusing to investigate a case.


‘Everyone, listen up.’


Having just finished his call, Suwa got to his feet at the same time as Kuramae. Mikumo was on the edge of her chair, looking unsure whether she was included. Gesturing that she didn’t need to join them, Mikami waved Suwa and Kuramae over.


‘See if you can soften the blow next door. And see if you can’t work out who is really pushing this.’


‘No problem.’


Suwa had definitely perked up. He grabbed his jacket and, without waiting for further instructions, strode confidently from the room. Kuramae followed, his steps lacking the same self-assuredness. Mikami rolled his neck in a circle. His optimism was keeping his unease at bay.


The Press Room was a unique environment. As rivals in the same industry, the reporters sought to keep tabs on each other; at the same time, they had the solidarity of co-workers in a single workplace. When they came up against the police, this solidarity could grow into a sense of joint struggle. Sometimes – as they had just now – they were able to put up a monolithic front that could put even the police to shame. Even so, when it came down to it, they were all subject to different paymasters. Their companies all had their own unique policies and traditions, and this meant appearances were not always in sync with reality.


Yamashina came back into the room just as Mikami was considering this. His eyes darted around nervously, completely different to fifteen minutes earlier when they’d tried to measure Mikami’s mood.


‘Got something you want to say?’


He seemed to relax at Mikami’s tone, breaking into a grin as he walked across the room.


‘You’d benefit from being a little softer on us, you know. Just now? That was crazy.’


‘Crazy?’


‘They’re all furious.’


‘You were the one who set them all off.’


‘Now why would you go and say that? I was only trying to hold out an olive branch.’


He was scared of the police pulling away. Mikami realized his power had quietly persisted over the more ineffectual reporters like Yamashina.


‘How are things in there?’ Mikami probed.


Yamashina made a show of lowering his voice. ‘Like I said, they’re going crazy. The Toyo’s angry. Then there’s Utsuki from the Mainichi. And the Asahi’s –’


The phone in front of Mikami started to ring. He picked up the receiver, annoyed at the interruption.


‘The director wants you in his office.’


It was Secretariat Chief Ishii. He sounded pleased about something. Mikami could already imagine the look on Akama’s face. He felt a sudden foreboding. News that was positive for Ishii was often not so for him.


‘You’re needed somewhere?’


‘That’s right.’ As Mikami got to his feet he noticed a Post-it note on the floor, hidden in the shadow of the desk’s leg. Mikumo’s handwriting. He read it, taking care that Yamashina didn’t notice.


Call from Inspector Futawatari. 07.45.


Shinji Futawatari. They’d joined the force in the same year. Mikami felt the corners of his mouth tighten. He glanced at Mikumo but said nothing, squeezing the note in his hand. What could Futawatari be calling about? He’d know Mikami was avoiding him. Maybe it was just office business. Or maybe he’d heard about the previous day’s ID and felt he should say something as a colleague.


Mikami remembered Yamashina was there.


‘We can continue this later.’


Perhaps imagining he’d made progress, Yamashina gave a satisfied nod, sticking close to Mikami as he headed for the door. Just as Mikami reached the corridor, he said, ‘Oh, Mikami.’


‘What is it?’


‘Yesterday – was it true? That one of your relatives is in a critical condition?’


Mikami turned slowly around to face Yamashina. The latter was looking up intently.


‘Of course. Why are you asking?’


‘Oh, it’s nothing,’ Yamashina said hesitantly. ‘Only, I heard it might be something else.’


Bastard.


Mikami pretended he hadn’t heard and started off down the corridor. Yamashina gave him an overly familiar tap on the shoulder before disappearing into the adjacent Press Room. Through the half-open door Mikami caught a glimpse of the reporters, looking stern as they huddled together.
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Outside of the lunch hour it was rare to pass anyone on the first-floor corridor. Accounting. Training. Internal Affairs. The doors to each division were shut tight, keeping prying eyes out. It was quiet. Mikami’s footsteps provided the only sound as they echoed on the corridor’s waxed floor. Administrative Affairs. The words on the faded doorplate seemed to demand a certain feeling of apprehension. Mikami pushed open the door. Division Chief Shirota was sitting up ahead, at the far end of the room; Mikami bowed in silence before walking over, checking the inspector’s window desk out of the corner of his eye. Futawatari wasn’t there. His light was off, and the desk was clear of papers. If he wasn’t having a day off, he was probably in Personnel, on the first floor of the north building. Rumour had it that planning was already under way for the following spring’s personnel transfers. Futawatari was in charge of putting together a proposal for changes in executive positions. This fact had been a source of discomfort ever since Mikami had learned about it from Chief Ishii. What did it mean for his own transfer? Had his unplanned return to Media Relations really been the sole decision of Director Akama?


Mikami cut through the room and knocked on the door to Akama’s office.


‘Enter.’ The response came from Ishii. As it had been on the phone, his voice was pitched an octave higher than usual.


‘You wanted to see me?’


Mikami made his way over the thick carpet. Akama was sitting back on a couch, his fingers scratching at his chin. The gold-rimmed glasses. The tailored pinstripe suit. The distant, angled gaze. His appearance was no different than usual – the image of executive management, the kind new recruits were so apt to dream of emulating. At forty-one, he was five years Mikami’s junior. The balding man in his fifties, typically sycophantic as he sat bolt upright next to Akama, was Ishii. He gestured for Mikami to come over. Akama didn’t wait for Mikami to sit before he opened his mouth.


‘It must have been . . . unpleasant.’ His tone was casual, as though to suggest Mikami had been caught in an evening shower.


‘No, it’s . . . I’m sorry to let personal issues get in the way of my work.’


‘Nothing to worry about. Please, take a seat. How were the locals? I assume they treated you well?’


‘They did. They took good care of me, the station captain in particular.’


‘That’s good to hear. I’ll make sure to send my personal thanks.’


His custodial tone grated.


It had happened three months earlier. Seeing no possible alternative, Mikami had approached Akama for help. He had confided that his daughter had run away from home just one day earlier, and appealed for the search to be expanded from his local district station to include the other stations throughout the prefecture. Akama’s reaction had been completely unexpected. He had scrawled a note on the search request Mikami had brought with him, then called Ishii in and instructed him to fax the document to headquarters in Tokyo. Perhaps that meant the Community Security Bureau. Or the Criminal Investigations Bureau. Maybe even the Commissioner General’s Secretariat. Akama had then put down his pen and said, ‘You don’t need to worry. I’ll have special arrangements in place before the day is out, from Hokkaido to Okinawa.’


Mikami couldn’t forget the look of triumph on Akama’s face. He had known immediately that it contained more than a simple look of superiority at having demonstrated his authority as a Tokyo bureaucrat. Akama’s eyes had lit up with the expectation of change. They had become fixated on him, peering from behind those gold-rimmed glasses, desperate not to miss the moment this upstart regional superintendent who had resisted for so long finally capitulated. Mikami had shivered to the core, realizing he’d given Akama a weakness to exploit. How else could he have responded, though, as a father concerned for the safety of his daughter?


Thank you. I am in your debt.


Mikami had bowed. He’d held his head under the table, lower than his knees . . .


‘And this, the second time now. I can’t imagine how difficult it must be to make those trips.’ Not for the first time, Akama was dwelling on the subject of Ayumi. ‘I know I’ve suggested this before, but perhaps you might consider releasing more of your daughter’s details? More than just her photo and physical characteristics. There are all sorts of other things – fingerprints, dental records, for example?’


Mikami had of course considered all of these before Akama suggested it. It was close to torture each time he was called out, each time he had to peel the white cloth from the face of a corpse. And Minako’s nerves were stretched to breaking. Yet he remained hesitant. Fingerprints. Hand prints. Dental impressions. Records of dental treatment. All were types of data most effectively used in the identification of dead bodies. I want you to look for my daughter’s corpse. It was tantamount to saying exactly that, and Mikami couldn’t bear the idea.


‘I’ll need some more time to think about it.’


‘Well, be quick. We want to keep any losses to a minimum.’


Losses?


Mikami called on his sense of reason, forcing down the surge of anger. Akama was trying to provoke him. Testing the extent of his submission. Pulling himself together, Mikami said, ‘What was it you wanted to see me for?’


All the curiosity drained from Akama’s eyes.


‘The truth is,’ Ishii said, leaning forwards in his stead – it was clear he’d been itching to speak the whole time – ‘the commissioner general is going to pay us an official visit.’


It took a moment for Mikami to respond. This was not what he’d expected.


‘The commissioner general?’


‘We’ve just been notified ourselves. It’s scheduled for this time next week, so as you can imagine, we’re in a bit of a flap. I can’t think how many years it’s been since the last commissioner’s visit . . .’


Perhaps it was the presence in the room of Akama – a career officer from Tokyo – that worsened the effect. It was embarrassing to bear witness to Ishii’s obvious excitement. The commissioner general, the National Police Agency. The commissioner was a man who sat at the very top of the pyramid, above the 260,000 officers in the police force. To the regional police, he was like an emperor. And yet, was an official visit really something to get so worked up about? It was at times like this that Ishii showed his limitations. He held the National Police Agency in awe, looking on with an artless longing, just as a youth raised in the country might dream of the city.


‘What’s the purpose of the visit?’ Mikami asked, his mind already on the job. He had been summoned as press director, which meant there was probably a strong PR element to the visit.


‘Six Four.’


This time, it was Akama who replied. Mikami looked at him, taken aback. There was an expectant smirk in Akama’s eyes.


Six Four. The term for a fourteen-year-old case, the kidnapping and murder of a young girl named Shoko.


It had been the first full-scale kidnapping to take place within the jurisdiction of Prefecture D. After the kidnapper had successfully made away with the ransom of 20 million yen, the police had tragically discovered the corpse of the kidnapped seven-year-old. The identity of the kidnapper remained unknown. The case was unsolved even after all these years. At the time, Mikami had been working for Special Investigations in First Division and, as a member of the Close Pursuit Unit, had followed Shoko’s father as he drove to the ransom exchange point. It was enough to have the painful memory revived, but the greatest shock was to hear Akama – a career bureaucrat and an outsider who’d had nothing to do with the investigation – use the term Criminal Investigations had privately adopted to describe the kidnapping. Behind his back, people referred to him as a data freak, a compulsive researcher. Was Mikami to take it that Akama’s network of informers had, after only a year and a half of him being in the post, already infiltrated the inner workings of Criminal Investigations?


Even so . . .


The question was replaced by another. It went without saying that Six Four was the Prefectural HQ’s greatest failure. Even in Tokyo, at the level of the National Police Agency, it still ranked as one of the most significant cases that had yet to be closed. At the same time, no one would dispute the fact that, as fourteen years had slipped by since the kidnapping, the memory of the case had begun to fade. What had once been a two-hundred-strong Investigative HQ had, over the course of time, undergone a process of downsizing so that now only twenty-five detectives remained on the case. While the Investigative HQ hadn’t been shut down, it had been downgraded internally to Investigative Team. Just over a year remained until the statute of limitations came into effect. Mikami no longer overheard the case being discussed in public. And he’d heard that information from the general public had dried up a long time ago. It was the same for the press, who seemed only to remember the case in one article a year, a token gesture to mark the date of the kidnapping. It was gathering moss; why, now, had it become the focus of a commissioner’s visit? We intend to do everything we can before the statute comes into effect. Was that what it was, a show of fireworks for the public?


‘What is the visit for?’ Mikami asked, and Akama’s smile deepened in response.


‘To make an appeal, inside and outside the force, and to give a boost to the officers still investigating the case. To reinforce our intention never to let violent crime go unpunished.’


‘The kidnapping took place fourteen years ago. May I assume the visit is related to the statute of limitations?’


‘What could have more impact than the commissioner’s message relating to this old case? I am told it was the commissioner’s own idea. Although, I do believe his appeal is intended more to reach an internal audience than the general public.’


An internal audience. With those words, everything seemed to fall into place.


Tokyo. Politics.


‘Anyway, here’s the detailed schedule for the day.’


Ishii picked up a sheet of paper. Mikami quickly pulled out his notebook.


‘Note that this isn’t official as yet. Right – so the commissioner is due to arrive by car at noon. After lunch with the station captain, he will go directly to Sada-cho and visit the site where the girl’s body was discovered. While there, he will make an offering of flowers and incense. Following that, he will go to the Investigative HQ in Central Station and give praise and encouragement to the team. From there he would like to pay a visit to the bereaved family’s home in order to pay his respects. There, another offering of incense. After that he wants to take a walking interview between the house and his car. That’s the overall picture, as it is now.’


Mikami had stopped scribbling his notes. ‘He wants a walking interview?’ A walking interview meant the press gathering around him to ask their questions as he stood – or continued walking – outside the house.


‘Exactly. That’s what the Secretariat has requested. No doubt they feel it will have a more dynamic feel than a formal session, say, in a conference room.’


Mikami felt his mood darken. The unforgiving faces of the reporters flashed through his mind. ‘Where does he want the photographs? At the site where the body was found?’


‘No. Those would be at the family home.’


‘He wants the reporters to come inside?’


‘Would it be too small for that?’


‘No, not really, but . . .’


‘The commissioner paying his respects at the altar, the bereaved parents in the background. That’s the picture he wants for the TV and papers.’


The chief executive of the police giving the bereaved his assurances that the kidnapper would be caught. It certainly had impact.


‘There isn’t much time; make sure you get the family’s permission in the next day or two,’ Akama said from one side. He had reverted to his normal way of issuing orders.


Mikami made an ambivalent nod.


‘Hmm? Is there something you wish to raise?’


‘No . . .’ He doubted the family would decline to accept the commissioner’s visit. At the same time, he felt uncomfortable with the idea of visiting them to make the request. They had hardly exchanged words at the time of the kidnapping. Only the members of the Home Unit had spoken with them in any real detail. And then he’d been transferred. His posting to Second Division had come only three months after the kidnapping had taken place; he had completely lost touch with the progress of the case.


‘Okay. I’ll check in with the Six Four team first, to see if they can provide me with an update on the family,’ Mikami said, choosing his words carefully.


Akama frowned in disapproval. ‘I shouldn’t think that is necessary. My understanding is that you are already acquainted with the family. No, your request is to be made directly. There’s no need to involve Criminal Investigations.’


‘But that’s . . .’


‘This is the remit of Administrative Affairs. Surely it would only complicate matters to bring Criminal Investigations into the fray? Once you have the groundwork in place, I will contact the director personally. Until then, you are to treat this matter as confidential.’


Confidential? Mikami couldn’t gauge Akama’s true intent. Organizing the visit without Criminal Investigations knowing? It was painfully clear that doing so would only complicate matters even more, and the case in question was nothing less than Six Four.


‘Also, with regard to the press . . .’ Akama continued, paying no heed. ‘As I believe this is the first time you’ve handled something like this, let me explain a couple of things. The walking interview will give all the appearance of being casual, but it won’t do for us to grant the press access to the commissioner without first applying restrictions. Our preparations must be on a par with those for a member of the Diet. It would be untenable if the commissioner were to stumble over any capricious or otherwise irresponsible questions. The first thing you must do is get the Press Club to compose and submit a list of questions in advance. They will have around ten minutes to ask questions on the day. Also, only the paper representing the club this month will be permitted to conduct the interview. And you must impress on them the importance of not asking any awkward questions. Is this clear?’


Mikami looked down at his notes. He accepted that it was necessary to consult with the press beforehand. The question was whether rational discussion was possible, given the current situation.


‘I assume the press were . . . vocal again this morning?’


Had Akama noticed his unease? No, someone had probably already told him about the situation in Media Relations.


‘What’s it really like?’


‘Worse than before. I refused to give way on the anonymous reporting.’


‘Very good. We mustn’t let down our guard. They will only get cocky, try to take advantage, the moment we show any signs of weakness. Force them into submission. We provide the information, and they accept it. You need to drum that into them.’


His talk apparently over, he had started riffling through his jacket pockets, as though having remembered that he had been looking for something. Mikami peered at Ishii out of the corner of his eye. He was scribbling something in red, as exuberant-looking as earlier. Mikami’s foreboding had been right on the mark. He felt more weighed down than when he had entered the office.


‘Right – if that’s everything . . .’


Mikami snapped his notebook shut and got to his feet. Perhaps there was something in his bearing that suggested to Akama a false obedience – he called out just as Mikami was leaving the room.


‘You are the spitting image, you know. You must really cherish her.’


Mikami stopped. He turned around cautiously. In his hand, Akama was brandishing the photo of Ayumi the police were using for the search. The spitting image. Mikami hadn’t told Akama the reason why Ayumi had run away. His face burned regardless. In that instant, his façade of calm crumbled. Akama looked smug.


‘The fingerprints, dental records – why don’t you discuss it some more with your wife? I just want to do all we can for you.’


Mikami’s struggle lasted only seconds.


‘Thank you.’


He bowed deeply from the waist. As he did so, he felt the blood coursing through his body.
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‘I don’t think I can make it back for lunch.’


‘That’s fine, there’s no need to worry.’


‘What will you do for food?’


‘I’ll manage. I can make do with leftovers, from this morning.’


‘Why don’t you go and get something from Shinozaki?’


Minako was silent.


‘Take the car. It’s only fifteen minutes there and back.’


‘I think I should finish the leftovers . . .’


‘At least order in some soba, from Sogetsuan.’


Again, silence.


‘It’ll be nice.’


‘. . . Okay.’


‘Great, do that for today. But it’ll really help if you get out a little more.’


‘Darling . . .’


She was dying to end the call. The determination expressed itself, as always, through her silence. She was terrified that Ayumi would call, only to find the line busy. They had switched their old phone for a new model, adding call waiting to their contract, alongside the new caller-display functionality that had been rolled out locally in the previous year. Yet Minako refused to be placated, continuing instead to obsess over ‘what ifs’.


‘Okay, I’ll hang up. Just make sure to order something healthy with the soba, okay?’


‘I will.’


Mikami ended the call, stepping out from under the wooden pavilion in Joshi Park. The call wasn’t the kind he could make from the office, and he didn’t like to creep around the station building; instead, he had walked the few minutes it took to reach the park. The north wind was getting stronger still. In lieu of a coat, he turned up his jacket collar and hurried back along the path to the station. The weight of Minako’s voice lingered in his ears. He couldn’t let them drag each other down. When Ayumi had first gone missing, Minako had almost never been at home. Desperate for news of Ayumi’s whereabouts, she had combed the local area with a photo in hand, asking questions and chasing what few leads there were; she had even gone to Tokyo and Kanagawa. Now, she hardly stepped out of the house. The shift had taken place a month ago, after the silent phone call. The call had been followed by another. A total of three in one day. Ayumi, still hesitant. The idea had spread and taken root in her mind. She had shut herself inside ever since, waiting all day, every day, for another call. She wouldn’t listen when Mikami told her it was bad for her. Buying a new phone had had no effect – her life had changed completely. She started to buy the things she wanted by mail order. She would use food from the delivery companies to make dinner, make do with what was left for breakfast and lunch the following day. Mikami doubted she even ate the latter, when he wasn’t there to check.


It had become his daily routine to buy two bento boxes at the supermarket near the station and take them home for lunch. This, at least, made him glad he was no longer a detective. In Media Relations, he could leave relatively early to go home. When something major happened, he still needed to visit the scene of the crime ahead of the press, but, in contrast to his time in Criminal Investigations, he was no longer required to camp night after night in the dojo of whichever station had jurisdiction. Most of the time he was free to go home. To be at Minako’s side.


The truth, however, was that, even then, he couldn’t be sure that his presence was actually providing her with any reassurance. When he was back early or home during lunch he would encourage her to go out, maybe do some shopping, telling her he would keep watch over the phone. She would nod in response but fail to show any signs of leaving. He saw Ayumi reflected in her stubbornness, the way their daughter had locked herself in her room in the days that led up to her running away.


And yet . . . he understood all too well the emotions that drove her to cling to the phone. After two months of silence following their daughter’s running away, the moment of the call coming in had, for two parents on the edge of despair, represented confirmation that their daughter was alive. That evening, torrential rain had swept the northern area of the prefecture. The office had been inundated with reports of landslides and Mikami had been late home, so Minako had answered two of the three calls. The first had come in a little after eight. As soon as Minako had given her name, the caller had hung up. The second had come in at exactly half past nine. Minako had later explained to Mikami that she’d known it was Ayumi the instant it had started to ring. The second time she had kept quiet and just pressed the receiver to her ear. Ayumi tended to shrink away from pressure. It was best to give her space. She would talk, she just needed time. Minako had waited and prayed. Five . . . ten seconds. But the caller had remained silent. When Minako finally broke and called out Ayumi’s name, the line had been immediately disconnected.


Minako had been beside herself when she called Mikami on his mobile. He had rushed home. Call, just one more time. He had waited, hoping against hope. The phone had rung a little before midnight. Mikami grabbed the receiver. A moment of silence. His pulse was racing. He called out to her. Ayumi? I know it’s you, Ayumi. There was no reply. Mikami let his emotions take over. Ayumi! Where are you? Come home. Everything will be fine, just come home right away! The rest, he couldn’t remember. He suspected he’d continued to call her name, over and over. At some point, the line had gone dead. He’d fallen into a stupor. For a while, he’d just stood there, rooted to the spot. It was only later that he realized he’d neglected to remember his training as a police officer, as a detective – he’d changed into a father, nothing else; lost sight of the fundamentals; forgotten even to pay attention to noises in the background. They hadn’t bought Ayumi a mobile. The call seemed to have been made from a pay phone. He thought he could remember a faint sound, present throughout the call. Had it been breathing, or the murmur of the city, or something else? He’d tried desperately to remember, but nothing came. All that was left was a vague sensation, nothing he could call memory; a continuous sound, one that varied in intensity. His imagination had run wild. A non-stop stream of traffic, a city at night. A phone box on a pavement. An image of Ayumi inside, curled into a ball.


It had to be her, Mikami muttered to himself. His steps were becoming irregular. Without realizing it, his hands had clenched into fists. Who else apart from Ayumi would call three times without saying anything? There was also the fact that they weren’t listed in the telephone directory. They didn’t live in official police accommodation. After their marriage Mikami and Minako had moved into Mikami’s family home in order to take care of his ailing parents. The number had, at the time, still been in the directory, under his dad’s name. Illness had eventually claimed his mother, and it wasn’t long after Six Four that his father passed away from pneumonia. Mikami had become the new head of the family and, in line with police tradition, applied to remove their personal number from the register. Ever since, it hadn’t been included in the annually updated directory. Mikami knew from his experience as a detective that the directory was used for the majority of prank (and obscene) calls. Compared to households with listed numbers, this meant the likelihood of their number being targeted for such calls was minute.


Someone pressing random numbers had got through on a fluke. Emboldened after hearing a woman’s voice, they had dialled a second, then a third time. That was, of course, possible. And there were a number of officers in the force who knew his number – after twenty-eight years of service, it was easy enough to imagine two or three who might bear him a grudge. Still . . . what was the point in lining up possibilities? Ayumi had made the call. He believed it. Insisted on it. They had no other palpable means, as parents, of clinging to the hope that their daughter was alive. Ayumi had called. She had survived for two months. She was alive now, after three. It was all they could hope for.


Mikami entered the station grounds through the back gate. It had been on his mind the whole month: her hesitation, the three calls. Had Ayumi been trying to tell them something? Or, perhaps, instead of wanting to say something, had she simply wanted to hear her parents’ voices? She had called twice, but Minako had answered both times. So she’d tried a third time. Because she’d wanted to hear her father’s voice, too.


Occasionally, the thought would come. That Ayumi had wanted to talk to him and not Minako. He’d finally answered on her third attempt. She had tried to speak, but the words hadn’t come. She’d wanted him to know. So she’d uttered the phrase in her heart. I’m sorry. I accept my face as it is.


Mikami felt a sudden attack of dizziness. It hit him the moment he was through the staff entrance leading to the main building. Shit, not again. His vision blackened even as he cursed, his sense of balance deserting him. Crouch! His brain issued the command but his hands stubbornly reached for support. He felt the cold surface of a wall. This being his only guide, he waited. Eventually his vision began to creep back. Brightness. Strip lighting. Grey walls. He recoiled from a full-length mirror fitted into one of the walls. He saw the image of himself, his shoulders heaving with each breath. His slanted eyes. His thick nose. His harsh cheekbones. His look was that of an exposed rock face.


Shrill laughter piped up from behind. Someone was mocking him – that was his first thought.


He held his breath and glared into the mirror: a couple of beaming faces passed by. The image was of two women officers from Transport, playing with a training dummy as they walked by.
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Mikami washed his face in the bathroom. The sweat on his hands was oily enough to repel the water. He dried himself without looking in the mirror then returned to Media Relations. Suwa and Kuramae were sitting on a couch, heads together in conversation. He had expected them to be ensconced in the Press Room, checking on the state of the reporters – why were they back in the office together?


‘Something happen?’ The words sounded sharper than he had intended.


Suwa stood. He looked crushed, as though his earlier enthusiasm had been a figment of the imagination. Kuramae drifted back to his desk with hunched shoulders.


Suwa’s voice was a whisper. ‘Sir, I’m sorry. They booted us out.’


‘They kicked you out?’


‘Yes . . . I don’t know what to say.’


It felt like a significant blow. Mikami accepted that the Press Room granted its occupants a certain amount of independence. It was also true, however, that the room was on loan from the police, to assist the press in their reporting. It was disquieting to see that they were willing to shut the police – their landlords – out.


‘That bad?’


‘There’s definitely something happening in there.’


‘You think the Toyo’s behind it?’


‘I do. They’re stirring things up, trying to get the others worked up.’


A picture of Akikawa’s expression came into Mikami’s mind. Meaning you, the police, have no trust in us whatsoever. Yes? The words had been cutting.


‘Is there anything you can do?’


‘Oh definitely . . . I’m sure I can defuse the situation. It’s just that I’m not sure we’ll be able to do it straight away.’


Suwa’s answer lacked confidence. And he didn’t seem to be playing it down for effect. Perhaps the issue was serious enough to make even someone as experienced as Suwa feel out of their depth. Mikami sat at his desk. He lit a cigarette and pulled his notebook from his pocket.


‘The commissioner’s going to pay us a visit.’


‘Sir?’


Suwa’s eyes widened. Kuramae and Mikumo stopped what they were doing and looked up, too.


‘It’s an inspection. He’s going to visit the crime scene of Shoko’s kidnapping, also the family home.’


‘When?’


‘This time next week.’


‘Next week?’ Suwa yelped. After a moment he let out a breath and spoke again. ‘Well, the timing’s particularly bad.’


‘For now, if you could just let the press know,’ Mikami said, leafing through his notebook. He got Suwa to take a copy of the commissioner’s schedule.


‘We have ten minutes for the walking interview. That’s time for three, maybe four questions?’


‘Sounds about right.’


‘How do the press decide on their questions?’


‘They usually each come up with one, then that month’s representative compiles the final list. Most of the time they all ask the same sorts of thing.’


Mikami nodded. ‘If you tell them now, when do you think you can get them to submit their questions?’


‘That would be . . .’ Suwa’s words trailed off. Mikami couldn’t blame him. It was only moments earlier that the press had unceremoniously booted him out of their room.


‘Just tell them I’ll need them first thing next week. The executives want a chance to vet them.’


‘Sure. I’ll give it a go.’ He said it with a look of being imposed upon, but followed this with a few quick nods for Mikami’s sake.


It’ll be fine. Mikami forced himself to feel optimistic. The commissioner general inspecting an unsolved kidnapping: he was sure it would be news enough for them all. They would fall into line. All they needed to do was agree a ceasefire on the issue of anonymous reporting. That would be easy enough. Suwa was partway back to his desk when he did an about turn. He cocked his head to one side.


‘I wonder, though . . . why would he be looking into Six Four at this point?’


Six Four. It disturbed Mikami to hear the phrase uttered again, although less so than when it had come from Akama’s mouth.


‘It’s PR, for Criminal Investigations,’ Mikami said dismissively, getting to his feet.


Fourteen years since the kidnapping. The term no longer seemed to be the sole possession of the detectives who had worked on the case. Even so, it had made him wary to hear two people, both outsiders to the investigation, deploy the prestigious code name so soon after each other. He’d had the same thought in Akama’s office: that information from Media Relations was leaking to Akama. That it had been doing so consistently, since the first day of his appointment.


He spoke without looking at Suwa. ‘Right, I’ll need you to sort things with the press. I’m going out for a while.’


‘Where will you be?’


‘Shoko’s parents’ house. I need to arrange things for the visit.’ Mikami glanced at Kuramae. ‘Can you come?’


He didn’t make a habit of asking his staff to drive him around, but his attacks of dizziness were worrying him. Today wasn’t the first time it had happened. He’d been suffering them for close to two weeks.


‘Ah, actually, I have to go out to interview the railway division; the police brought in a group causing trouble on the trains.’


While he excused himself Mikumo craned her head upwards from behind, as though to advertise her presence. Not you – Mikami swallowed the words rising in his throat. In terms of enthusiasm for her work, Mikumo was many times Kuramae’s superior. She had also come up through Transport, meaning she could drive a minibus in her sleep.


Clouds of dust blew through the air outside. As soon as he and Mikumo stepped out of the main building, she raised a hand to her forehead and dashed off into the wind, aiming for the parking area. Within a minute, the press director’s car appeared, pulling confidently around to stop alongside the entrance.


‘Do you know the address?’ Mikami asked, getting into the passenger-side seat.


‘Of course, sir,’ she said without pause, already navigating forwards.


Mikami supposed he’d been thoughtless to ask. Anyone who worked at the Prefectural HQ but didn’t know the address was, it felt fair to say, a fraud. It was Mikumo’s youth that had caught him off guard. She had just turned twenty-three; she would have been nine at the time of the kidnapping, only a couple of years older than the murdered girl. Now she was driving him to that girl’s home. There was no escaping the fact that an unimaginable span of time had passed.


They stopped not long after leaving the station to buy a gift of rice crackers. The national highway was quiet. The rows of buildings disappeared after they turned right at the junction to the prefectural road, where even the road-side stores began to taper off. Now they were approaching what had, before the city’s expansion, been the old Morikawa district.


‘Um, sir . . .’ Mikumo said, keeping her eyes ahead.


‘Yes? What is it?’


‘It was a great relief . . . that it wasn’t your daughter.’ She was talking about the day before. ‘I know they’ll find her. I’m sure of it.’


Her voice sounded nasal. She looked ready to cry. It was at times like this that Mikami always struggled to find a way to respond. Just . . . leave it be. That was as close as he could get to what he really felt. Strict rules were in place to guard the privacy of police officers and their families. Yet this was only the case with regard to those outside the force; within it, stories spread in the blink of an eye. Colleagues would approach with no warning and ask after Ayumi. They did it out of kindness. It was because they were concerned. But no matter how often Mikami reminded himself of this, he was still unable to feel genuine gratitude. Akama’s motivations were clearly different, and there were many more who shared his philosophy. Despite the fact that they hardly knew Mikami, these people would assume a concerned expression and worm their way over as soon as they caught sight of him. Some actually seemed pleased, as if Mikami’s distress gave them an opportunity to either mend fences, or angle for something in return. These were the ones who were the most likely to voice what seemed like genuine, heartfelt compassion. They would look on, smug, as Mikami bowed and offered thanks. He felt a growing aversion to other people. It scared him. He’d had enough of it.


Still . . .


‘Thank you,’ he said.


It went without saying that the young female officer sitting next to him was one of the few who did actually merit his trust.


‘Oh, you needn’t . . .’


She blushed and straightened her back. She was almost worryingly good-natured. Given that she had chosen to become a police officer, she was already likely to be more straight-laced and diligent than the average person; even with that, Mikami knew she was special. She had grown up in a world where morality, sex and even the values of basic human kindness were in chaos; despite this, nothing about her suggested even the slightest pollution. She was beautiful and innocent. In a way, she reminded him of Minako when she was younger. It was only natural that the majority of single officers were infatuated with her; even in the Press Room, more than a few of the reporters had designs on taking her back to Tokyo with them. Suwa had already mentioned that Akikawa was one of them. It was the main reason Mikami still refused to let her be directly involved with them.


The landscape rolling ahead was rural with a smattering of private houses: the western limits of City D. After a while, the giant pickle factory – almost the size of a leisure centre – came into view, looming over the riverbank marking the boundary of the next village. The house appeared next, still on the factory grounds, a traditional Japanese structure with a tiled roof. Amamiya Pickles. The idea of pickling aubergines and cucumbers in small tubs and selling them had been a success, and the business had grown rapidly. The factory had regularly featured in the news; in hindsight, it was likely that it was this success which had caught the attention of the kidnapper.


Mikami gestured for Mikumo to pull over, getting her to park in an empty plot of land a short distance from the family home.


‘Wait here.’


It felt insensitive to leave her to sit with the girl’s parents. If none of this had ever happened, Shoko Amamiya would now be a young woman of roughly Mikumo’s age.


Mikami got out of the car and walked resolutely down the narrow road – back then, an unsurfaced path – leading to the building.


We’ll bring the bastard in . . .


Mikami recalled the day he had first entered the house, the burning heat in his chest. Fourteen years had gone by. He had certainly never imagined that his next visit would be to arrange a PR exercise. Whatever the purpose, the visit brought very mixed feelings. Each time he blinked he saw Ayumi. It was going to be difficult to stay businesslike, meeting parents who had already lost their daughter. He straightened the front of his jacket and gazed, without pressing it straight away, at the buzzer marked ‘Amamiya’.
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The heater, having just been turned on, started to click as a warm stream of air flowed into the room.


‘It’s been a long time.’


Mikami declined the offer of a floor cushion and placed both hands on the tatami before him. Keeping his head low, he slid the box of rice crackers over. Yoshio Amamiya only nodded faintly.


While the walls had darkened a little, the layout and furniture of the living room he’d been shown into seemed unchanged. Amamiya’s transformation, on the other hand, had been dramatic and far surpassed that of fourteen years. Fifty-four. It didn’t seem possible. His hair had turned white and been left to grow. His skin was pale, leaden. His cheeks were morbidly thin and a mass of wrinkles clustered like knife cuts around his eyes and forehead. It was the face of a man whose daughter had been murdered. A face ravaged by grief and suffering – that was the only way Mikami could describe it.


The next room contained the Buddhist altar. The sliding doors had been left open, making it impossible to ignore the imposing object next to the far wall. There were two photos on display. Their daughter Shoko. Next to her, Amamiya’s wife . . .


He hadn’t known.


Toshiko Amamiya. When had she passed away?


He had to pay his respects. But it was difficult to find a chance to broach the subject. Amamiya was sitting at the other side of the low table, the very essence of an empty shell. His gaze was hovering around Mikami’s torso, but there was a lack of certainty in the sunken eyes, as if he were seeing something else entirely.


Breaking under the weight of the silence, Mikami took out his card.


Amamiya saying his name first. Seeming happy to see him again. Somewhere in his head, Mikami had built up a picture of how he’d expected the reunion to work. So he’d hesitated. Press Director, not Detective. He’d felt a growing feeling of shame about the admission, and as a result had missed the opportunity to present his card.


‘I’m sorry for not telling you earlier. This is my new position.’


Amamiya’s eyes showed no reaction. His right hand was resting on the table. The fingers, together with the skin on the back of them, were wrinkled and dry. The nail on his index finger was cracked at the tip, blackened along with the skin like a blood blister. Every now and then the finger would twitch. But it didn’t reach for Mikami’s card on the table. Loss of social function. Reclusive behaviour. It was as if Amamiya had crossed into that kind of category. Perhaps it was because he wasn’t working any more. Mikami had heard that, ever since the kidnapping, Amamiya had left the management of Amamiya Pickles in the hands of his cousin.


‘Excuse me, but . . .’ He had to ask the question. ‘When did your wife . . .?’


Amamiya looked dimly towards the altar. For a while he stayed like that. Eventually, his head came back around. Mikami thought he saw a dark glow in the man’s pupils.


‘She collapsed from a stroke six years ago. It was last year that she—’


‘I’m sorry.’ The man’s frozen emotions were beginning to thaw. Even realizing this, Mikami didn’t think to return the conversation to business. ‘She was too young to go.’


‘She was. To leave us like that. And without knowing the . . .’


She had died without ever seeing the kidnapper brought to justice. As he perhaps recalled his wife’s bitter disappointment, Amamiya’s unfocused eyes flickered shut for a moment. Mikami felt his heart ache. Each time he heard the case mentioned, he felt a sense of shame burning in his chest.


One fateful day.


The fifth of January, in the sixty-fourth year of the Showa period. I’m going to get my New Year presents. Shoko Amamiya had headed out saying these words a little after midday, only to disappear on her way to the house of a nearby relative. Two hours later, her kidnapper had called the Amamiyas, demanding ransom. The voice of a man in his thirties or forties, slightly hoarse, with no trace of an accent. The content of the call had been textbook. I’ve got your daughter. Get 20 million yen ready by midday tomorrow, then wait. She dies if you talk to the police. Her father had answered the call. He had begged to hear his daughter’s voice, but the kidnapper had simply put the phone down.


After a lot of agonizing, Amamiya had notified the police. That was after six in the evening. Within forty-five minutes, the four officers of a Home Unit dispatched from Criminal Investigations First Division in the Prefectural HQ had covertly entered the Amamiyas’ residence. At the same time, the local NTT office had called to notify the police that people were in place to trace any more calls. They’d been just a step too late. The kidnapper’s second call had come in just moments earlier. I want used bills. Put the money in the largest suitcase you can buy at Marukoshi. Bring it to the location I’ll give you tomorrow, and come alone.


If we’d only recorded the bastard’s voice. If only that damned trace had been ready. These were phrases uttered by every detective who ever came to work on the case, always mingled with a sigh.


At eight the same evening a Special Investigative Headquarters was established in the Prefecture D central police station. Another thirty minutes later Mikami was on his way towards the Amamiya family home, appointed sub-leader of the Close Pursuit Unit, with orders to go through the details of the following day’s handover. The officers of the Home Unit were already interviewing the parents. Did you recognize his voice? Has anything suspicious happened recently? Do you know anyone who might bear a grudge? Are any of your old employees having money trouble? The parents just frowned, the blood drained from their faces, shaking their heads the whole time.


It was a long night. Nobody slept a wink, just glared at the phone. Not once did Amamiya break his formal seiza sitting position. But the third call didn’t come in, even after it had started to grow light outside. Toshiko had been making rice balls in the kitchen. She’d made more than everyone could eat then made more rice and started over, mechanically repeating the task. The posture had made it seem like she was praying. But . . .


Her prayers had been ignored.


The sixty-fourth year of the Showa period had lasted for only a week. The fanfare welcoming Heisei had swept it away, as though it had been an apparition. It had most certainly existed. It was during that final year of Showa that a man kidnapped and murdered a seven-year-old girl, before disappearing into Heisei. The code name ‘Six Four’ was a pledge that the case didn’t belong to the first year of Heisei, that they would drag the kidnapper right back into the sixty-fourth year of Showa . . .


Mikami gave the altar a hesitant glance. Toshiko was smiling in her photo. Her youth caught him by surprise. The shot was probably one from a time when she’d still been carefree, from before she could even have imagined that her daughter might be kidnapped. The relaxed smile wasn’t that of a mother who had lost her daughter.


Amamiya had fallen silent again. He still hadn’t asked Mikami why he was visiting. The emotion was draining from his eyes.


Somewhere else . . .


Mikami cleared his throat. He had no choice but to take the initiative. He couldn’t let Amamiya retreat back into his shell, not before he’d outlined the reason for his visit.


‘There’s something I have to tell you – that’s the reason I’m visiting today.’


Ask, not tell. He should have phrased it like that. He carried on, hurrying as he sensed a shift in Amamiya’s mood.


‘The truth is, our top executive has expressed a wish to visit you next week. Commissioner General Kozuka, from the National Police Agency in Tokyo. We know a long time has passed since the kidnapping, but it still goes without saying that we want to bring the perpetrator to justice by whatever means we can. The commissioner wishes to encourage the officers working on the case by attending the scene of the crime; he also wishes to visit you here and pay his respects to your daughter.’


It was hard to breathe. The more he spoke, the more his chest seemed to fill with a pungent gas. Amamiya’s eyes were on the floor. That he was disappointed was obvious. It was hardly surprising. Mikami wondered if anyone in his position would take what he had said at face value – to be told only now, fourteen years later, that the commissioner general wanted to inject new life into the investigation. Police politics. PR. Had he perhaps seen through to the man’s true motivation?


Having no other choice, Mikami continued.


‘I won’t deny that the case has been in limbo. But that’s exactly why the commissioner wants to visit. With enough press coverage, there’s a chance it might help new leads come to light.’


There was a pause before Amamiya dropped his head in a bow.


‘You have my gratitude.’


His voice was relaxed. Mikami breathed out silently, but his relief was tempered by his discomfort at having prevailed on the man. In the end, they always did as the police said. With no other means of exacting revenge, victims were dependent on the force to bring the perpetrator to justice. Mikami understood it now. His hands were tied because his daughter had run away from home, and now he was here, stringing empty words together for the sake of a PR exercise.


Mikami took out his notebook. He flipped to the page with his notes from Akama’s office.


‘The commissioner’s visit is scheduled for Thursday, 12—’


Before he could finish his sentence, he heard the muffled sound of Amamiya’s voice. Mikami tilted his head to one side.


But it won’t be necessary.


It had sounded like that.


‘Amamiya-san?’


‘I appreciate the offer, but it won’t be necessary. There’s no need for someone as important as that to come all this way.’


No need?


Mikami pulled back a little. Amamiya had turned them down. His look was as distant as before, but there had been an unmistakable force to his words.


‘But . . . can I ask why?’


‘I don’t have any specific reason.’


Mikami swallowed spit. Something had happened. He knew it intuitively.


‘Have we been amiss, in our—’


‘No, that’s not it.’


‘Then, why . . .?’


Amamiya had stopped talking. He made no attempt to look Mikami in the face.


‘What I said just now – there is a real chance of this bringing in new leads.’


Silence.


‘The commissioner general is our highest-ranked official. I’m confident the media coverage will be significant. It will be broadcast on TV. The news will reach a great number of people.’


‘I do appreciate the opportunity—’


‘Please, Amamiya-san. To let a chance for new information like this just slip by . . .’


Mikami realized he was raising his voice and broke off. This wasn’t something he could force. The victim was refusing. Wasn’t it his obligation to back down? The family home could be struck from the commissioner’s schedule without necessarily diluting the importance of his visit. It would reduce the overall impact, yes, but it would still work – internally and externally – if the commissioner visited both the scene of the crime and the members of the Six Four Investigative Team.
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