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Nakamachi: Detective sergeant, Homicide Bureau, Tokyo Metropolitan Police
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Orie Asaba: Yoko’s daughter; person of interest in the Shiraishi murder investigation


Hiroki Anzai: Orie Asaba’s ex-husband


Tomoki Anzai: Orie and Hiroki’s son


Shozo Haitani: A murder victim from 1984
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AUTUMN 2017


OUTSIDE THE WINDOW, the lower half of the sky was red and the upper half was gray. Dense clouds were beginning to blanket the sunset. There had been no rain forecast when he checked the weather earlier.


“Got an umbrella, Nakamachi?” Tsutomu Godai asked the young detective beside him.


“No. Do you think it’s going to rain?”


“It’s not looking good.”


“Did we pass a convenience store? If it starts raining, I’ll just go buy one.”


“No need for that.”


Godai looked at his watch. It was almost 5:00 PM. Since the start of November, there had been endless chilly weather. Please don’t rain, he thought. The last thing he wanted was to use the detective from the local precinct as his errand boy.


The two of them were in the office area of a backstreet workshop in Tokyo’s Adachi Ward. It wasn’t a proper meeting room, just a small space for receiving visitors. Product samples were arranged on shelves against one wall: pipes, valves, joints, and the like. The firm obviously dealt in plumbing supplies.


Godai heard something and turned around. A young man came in and bowed politely.


“I’m Yuta Yamada,” the young man said.


Godai rose to his feet. He held out his Tokyo Metropolitan Police badge, explained that he was a Homicide Bureau investigator, then introduced Nakamachi.


The two detectives sat down across the table from Yamada.


“Shall we get straight to it? We’d like to ask you a few questions about Mr. Kensuke Shiraishi. I believe you know him?” Godai asked.


“Yes,” said Yamada. He was a thin fellow with a pointed chin. But why was he reluctant to make eye contact? Did he have something to hide?


“What’s the nature of your relationship?”


“My relationship?”


“Your relationship with Mr. Shiraishi. Can you tell us?”


After a moment or two, Yamada lifted his head and looked at Godai, puzzled. “What’s the point? You already know the answer. That’s the reason you’re here.”


Godai smiled. “Yes, but we want to hear it from you. Please, indulge us.”


An expression that was equal parts annoyance, anxiety, and confusion flashed across Yamada’s face. He lowered his eyes again and spoke.


“He was my lawyer when I was in trouble.”


“For what offense? And when?”


A wrinkle appeared between Yamada’s eyebrows. He was getting angry. Why were they asking him these questions when they already knew the answers?


Always get people to tell you their story in their own words. That’s an ironclad rule of investigation. But Godai had another reason. It was always easier to get people to show their true colors if you got under their skin. Angry people generally make bad liars.


“It was an assault. Happened about a year ago. I was working at this karaoke joint. I beat up my boss. At the same time, someone ran off with the proceeds from the till, and I got prosecuted for theft as well as assault. I told the police it wasn’t me, that I hadn’t taken the money, but they wouldn’t listen to a word I said. . . . Anyway, Mr. Shiraishi was my lawyer.”


“Prior to the trial, had you ever met Mr. Shiraishi?”


Yamada shook his head. “No.”


Godai nodded. Kensuke Shiraishi had been Yamada’s court-appointed lawyer. He had already confirmed that.


“How did the trial go?”


“I got a three-year suspended sentence. All thanks to Mr. Shiraishi. He showed them that the boss was lying when he accused me of stealing the money. On top of that, Mr. Shiraishi proved that my boss was harassing me daily. Without Mr. Shiraishi, I’d have ended up in jail.”


Everything Yamada said tallied with the two detectives’ research.


“Have you met with Mr. Shiraishi lately?” Godai asked.


“He dropped by a couple of weeks back. During my lunch break.”


“Why?”


Yamada cocked his head to one side. “No particular reason. He was like, ‘Just swung by to see how you’re getting on.’ ”


“And what did you two talk about?”


“Nothing special. He asked me how it was going. It was Mr. Shiraishi who got me this job.”


“What was your impression of Mr. Shiraishi? Was there anything different about him? Did he say anything that struck you as odd?”


Yamada tilted his head to one side and thought for a moment. “I can’t be one hundred percent sure, but I did feel that he wasn’t quite his normal self, like he had something else on his mind.” Yamada waved a dismissive hand. “But that was just my impression. I may be imagining things. I don’t want you attaching too much weight to that.”


Yamada was clearly anxious about them taking anything he said as fact. Having been through the court system, he knew that irresponsible remarks could land you in trouble.


“You know what happened to Mr. Shiraishi, right?” Godai asked.


“Yes, I know.” Yamada nodded, and his face seemed to stiffen.


“How did it make you feel?”


“How did it . . .? I was shocked.”


“How so?”


“It just seemed so impossible. For Mr. Shiraishi to be murdered like that. Makes no sense. Why would anyone do such a thing?”


“Any idea who might have done it?”


“None.” Yamada’s voice was emphatic.


“Were there people who had it in for Mr. Shiraishi?”


“Dunno. Seems unlikely. I can’t believe Mr. Shiraishi had any enemies.”


There was genuine emotion in Yamada’s voice. Initially, he had been reluctant to make eye contact; now he looked him straight in the face.
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IT ALL STARTED with a phone call.


Someone reported a suspicious vehicle parked on the street. According to dispatch center records, the call came in at 7:32 AM on November 1. The caller was a security guard at a company near Takeshiba Pier.


There was a navy-blue sedan parked illegally opposite the elevated Yurikamome driverless train line.


A couple of traffic cops were sent to the scene. The case was elevated to the Criminal Investigation Department after they’d found a corpse in the back seat of the car. The dead man was dressed in a dark gray suit and had been stabbed in the stomach. He hadn’t bled profusely, perhaps because the murder weapon was still in the wound.


His wallet hadn’t been taken. It contained around seventy thousand yen and a driver’s license.


His name was Kensuke Shiraishi. He was fifty-five years old and lived in Minami-Aoyama. According to his business cards, he was a lawyer with an office near Aoyama Boulevard. No cell phone was found.


When an investigator called the family, they were about to file a missing person’s report. He had a wife, who was a year younger than he was, and a daughter, who was twenty-seven. Shiraishi hadn’t come home after leaving the previous morning and was unreachable. The two women came to the police station. When they were confronted with Shiraishi’s body in the morgue, they wept as they confirmed his identity.


According to his wife and daughter, Shiraishi had both a smartphone and an old-fashioned flip phone. He used the flip phone for work and the smartphone for staying in touch with his family. The murderer seemed to have made off with both devices. While the flip phone was completely offline, the smartphone was still on the network.


They quickly pinpointed the location of the smartphone using GPS data. It was found near the Sumida River Terrace, a walkway parallel to the river just beneath the embankment. There was blood on the phone and spatter on the ground nearby. His flip phone was not found.


A task force was set up that day, and Godai and his team from the Homicide Bureau of the Tokyo Metropolitan Police Department were called in. The meeting was held at 1:00 PM. The local head of CID provided them with a rundown of the case.


Using location data from the smartphone, he explained, they’d managed to trace the victim’s movements. The victim left his home at 8:20 AM on the morning of October 31 and reached his office at 8:30 AM. He’d spent the day in his office until a little after 6:00 PM, when he’d gotten into his car. After roughly thirty minutes, he arrived at Tomioka in Koto Ward. He’d parked in the lot attached to Tomioka Hachimangu Shrine. After spending around ten minutes there, he left and went to the Sumida River Terrace, a little before 7:00 PM.


Given the blood on the smartphone, it looked highly likely that the Sumida River Terrace was the site of the murder. That early in the evening, there would normally be plenty of joggers and walkers along the river. But due to ongoing repair work nearby, the terrace was blocked off, making it the ideal place to commit a crime. The murderer had known the area well, if he lured the victim there.


The dead body was transferred to the back of the car. The victim was thin and only weighed about 130 pounds, so a strong man could have carried him easily enough. The car was found in Minato Ward. It wasn’t known if it had been driven directly there or if the driver stopped off somewhere en route, but they assumed the murderer had driven the car. At present, they had no idea why the body was moved.


Once the head of CID completed his briefing, they discussed next steps and decided what the different investigators would do. Godai was paired with Nakamachi, a detective sergeant from the precinct. Nakamachi was a tall, sharp-featured fellow of twenty-eight, exactly ten years Godai’s junior, and Godai thought after a few minutes’ chat that Nakamachi had his head screwed on right. The two of them were tasked with looking into all the people associated with the victim. Their first job was to interview the family.


Kensuke Shiraishi’s house was a modestly sized detached house in the Western style. Godai was a little surprised. Given the address, he’d expected something grander.


He found himself sitting opposite Shiraishi’s wife, Ayako, and Mirei, his daughter. The two women seemed levelheaded, despite the circumstances. They had divided up the jobs of arranging the wake and the funeral and of contacting people, they explained. Ayako was petite with a classic Japanese face, while Mirei’s features were stronger and more striking. She looks like her father, Godai thought.


After offering his condolences, Godai asked about Shiraishi’s behavior when he left the house that morning.


“I don’t recall there being anything different about him yesterday, no,” Ayako said, a grief-stricken look on her face. “He didn’t say anything about meeting anyone after work or expecting to come back late.” She paused. “But recently, he wasn’t his normal, cheerful self. He often seemed distracted, preoccupied. I just thought he was working on a difficult case.”


Neither of them knew what Shiraishi was working on. He never discussed his work at home, they explained.


Godai pushed on with the questioning. Did they have any thoughts about the incident? Had anything out of the ordinary happened recently?


“Can’t think of anything,” Ayako said with conviction. “My husband wasn’t the sort of person to have enemies, though. He was always very straight in his dealings with people. I can’t begin to tell you how many thank-you letters he got from his clients.”


Surely, though, as the counsel for the defense, he ended up angering the victim? When the wife was stumped by that question, the daughter spoke up.


“Look, I admit that my father could be perceived negatively by the victim. Dad never went into specifics, but he often talked to me about what being a lawyer meant to him. His approach wasn’t just about getting a lenient sentence for his clients; he also did his best to make them aware of the gravity of their crimes. As my dad saw it, being a lawyer meant examining every crime carefully enough to understand its gravity. Given that, I just can’t see anyone hating him enough to take his life.” As she spoke, Mirei grew increasingly upset. Her voice grew ragged, and her eyes reddened.


Finishing up, Godai asked the two women about Shiraishi’s movements just prior to his murder. Were they familiar with Tomioka Hachimangu Shrine, the Sumida River Terrace, or Kaigan District in Minato Ward?


Mother and daughter both looked equally nonplussed. Shiraishi had not mentioned any of these places, they said.


Ultimately, Godai didn’t learn anything from them. “Call me if you think of something,” he said, handing over one of his cards. Then he and Nakamachi took their leave.


Their next destination was Shiraishi’s office. It was on the fourth floor of a shiny silver-clad building with a café on the street floor.


They were met by a Ms. Setsuko Nagai. The job title on her card was personal assistant. A bespectacled woman of around forty, she’d worked for Shiraishi for fifteen years.


According to Nagai, Shiraishi dealt mainly with criminal cases, traffic accidents, and juvenile crime. Did he have any clients who held a grudge against him?


“Oh, we see all sorts here,” said Nagai. “Some clients say the craziest things. They’re busy insisting they’ve done nothing wrong and are innocent, when Mr. Shiraishi can see they’re clearly guilty. Mr. Shiraishi was very patient with clients like that and would take the time to explain the situation. You know, ‘At the end of the day, it’s always better for you to be up-front and honest with me.’ If the client refused to change their story despite his best efforts, that limited Mr. Shiraishi’s options for defending them. All he could do was regurgitate the same lying nonsense in the courtroom. You can’t expect a light sentence with a baseless defense that generates. Of course not. So yes, we sometimes have clients who blame Mr. Shiraishi even though they’re the ones who dug their own graves.”


Godai could sympathize. He had arrested his fair share of suspects like that himself.


“Even after sentencing, Mr. Shiraishi always followed up and did his best for his clients. Ultimately, most accepted their situation. Plenty of clients who’d bad-mouthed him after the verdict would then thank him after they’d done their time.”


Listening to Setsuko Nagai talk about her boss, Godai found words like warm and empathetic came to mind.


Godai then asked Ms. Nagai the same question he had put to Shiraishi’s wife and daughter earlier. What about the victims? Might they be angry with him?


“People often threatened him when he was negotiating out-of-court settlements. Victims are justifiably angry, so what else can you expect? While Shiraishi was doing his best to keep things amicable, they sometimes thought he was trying to pull a fast one.”


Even so, Nagai added, she couldn’t think of a specific case where the victim loathed him enough to kill him.


“I don’t actually know that many lawyers other than Mr. Shiraishi. Personally, I think he was a very moral person. When he pled a case in court, he was just as mindful of the victim as he was of the client he was defending. The idea that a man like that would be murdered because of a grudge or some sort of festering old hatred—it’s unthinkable. Though God knows, there’s no shortage of crazy people out there, so I suppose I can’t rule it out completely.”


Did she have any idea of what might have motivated his murder? Godai asked. Nagai groaned.


“Mr. Shiraishi is involved in a few difficult ongoing cases. There’s no reason why killing him would be to the other side’s advantage, though. Maybe he was murdered because of something in his private life. But as far as I know, Mr. Shiraishi had no money troubles, and I never heard any strange rumors or gossip about him. All I can suggest is that some crazy person killed him with no motive.”


At this point, Godai again brought up Tomioka Hachimangu Shrine, the Sumida River Terrace, and Kaigan District of Minato Ward. None of these places meant anything to her.


After securing all the documentation related to Shiraishi’s recent cases and a list of recent incoming calls, Godai and Nakamachi left the office.


The two detectives then proceeded to interview several of Shiraishi’s recent and former clients. Without exception, they were shocked by his murder. Nearly all of them made the same comment.


“I simply can’t believe that anyone would hate Attorney Shiraishi that much.”









3


THE TWO DETECTIVES decided to grab an early dinner on their way back to the precinct. Nakamachi suggested they stop at the Monzen-Nakacho District.


After changing trains, they arrived at Monzen-Nakacho Station a little after 6:00 PM.


There, they stopped at a robata-yaki barbecue joint, which specialized in steamed rice with clams, a local delicacy. Just the thought of the dish was enough to make Godai’s mouth water.


Inside, a man in a white smock was busy grilling vegetables and shellfish. Godai chose a table at the back of the room; a counter was never the best place for a confidential discussion.


Over a couple of beers, edamame, and cubed tofu, Nakamachi sighed as he flipped his little notebook open. “Everyone we interviewed said the exact same thing.”


“No one could believe anyone would hate Mr. Shiraishi enough to murder him? For all I know, they’re right. He probably did handle every case that came his way with seriousness and sincerity, just as his assistant said. When you’re a lawyer, enmity comes with the territory. There are cases that end in murder, but it’s rare. No, we’re probably better off dismissing the whole deep-seated grudge theory.”


The waitress brought the draft beers and the edamame to their table. “Cheers,” said Godai, picking up his glass and taking a big swig. The slightly bitter liquid seemed to penetrate deep into every cell of his tired body.


“Okay then, what are we left with if we throw out the whole grudge angle? Ms. Nagai suggested the motive could be something personal, unconnected to his work.”


“It’s anybody’s guess.” Godai cocked his head as he grabbed a handful of edamame. “There’s no sign of financial distress and no extramarital relationships. What does that leave us with? Envy, maybe?”


“Who would be jealous of him?”


Godai took his notebook out of his jacket pocket. “Kensuke Shiraishi. Born in Nerima Ward, Tokyo. Earns himself a law degree from a respectable national university and passes the bar exam thereafter. Starts his career working for a law firm in western Tokyo. At twenty-eight, he marries the girl he’s been seeing since college. Strikes out on his own at the age of thirty-eight to start his own firm. Lay out the facts like that and you can see that his whole life has been smooth sailing, one unbroken line of success. There’s reason enough there for people to feel jealous of him.”


“Yes, but would they actually kill him for it? I mean, his career seems normal enough.”


“That normality could be exactly what someone would envy—like a rival student from the same university, say. You know how it is. There’s no shortage of aspiring lawyers who have to jettison their ambitions after failing the bar exam.”


“True.”


“Let’s say that such a person did have murderous intent. Wouldn’t it be more of an impulsive thing? I can’t see envy of that kind translating into acquiring a knife and then stabbing him with it. Honestly, I’d feel silly proposing a theory like that.” Godai shrugged at himself and slipped the notebook back into his jacket pocket.


Godai had described Shiraishi’s life as smooth sailing, but life had not always been easy for him, according to his wife, Ayako. His family wasn’t well off; all the schools he’d attended were public ones; and his father died in an accident when Shiraishi was still in junior high. Shiraishi had contributed to the family finances by working different part-time jobs during high school. And until she passed the year before last, he had also helped look after his mother when she got dementia. His life had its fair share of problems and hardships. Godai wondered if that was why he’d opted to work as a court-appointed defense attorney, a famously ill-paid branch of the legal profession.


They polished off their edamame and cubed tofu appetizers, then ordered the house specialty: Fukagawa-meshi, or steamed rice with clams.


“Putting motive aside for now, what do you think he was doing in this part of town?” Godai asked. He was staring vacantly at a piece of paper that was tacked to the wall.


“Yeah, doesn’t seem like the sort of place our victim would go.”


Godai crossed his arms over his chest and sank into thoughtful silence.


The first place Kensuke Shiraishi had driven to after leaving his office was the parking lot beside Tomioka Hachimangu Shrine. His car was plainly visible on the security camera footage. They had spotted him getting out of the car after ten minutes or so. During that time, no one had approached his vehicle.


The murderer must have told Kensuke Shiraishi to park in the parking lot, then contacted him while he was parked there, with instructions to move to the Sumida River Terrace, the site of his murder.


The murderer could have chosen anywhere in Tokyo for the crime. The investigation team attached a lot of importance to Shiraishi stopping off at Tomioka Hachimangu Shrine. And there was a reason for that. Location data from his phone showed that he’d visited the area twice in the last four weeks.


His first visit was October 7, and the data showed that he’d walked around a lot. The second visit was October 20. That time, he’d gone more or less directly to a café on Eitai Boulevard. He’d parked his car in the same shrine parking lot both times.


The detective in charge of canvassing spoke to the staff at the café. He’d found security camera footage of Shiraishi, who was carrying a small briefcase, entering and exiting the café. Unfortunately, none of the staff could recall his visit. That suggested he hadn’t drawn any attention to himself.


So why had Kensuke Shiraishi come to this part of town? The investigation hadn’t found anyone connected with any of Shiraishi’s cases who lived, worked, or studied in this district.


The steamed rice with clams was brought to their table. Godai couldn’t help smiling as the aroma wafted from the steam basket.


“How about we forget about the case for a while?”


“All for it,” Nakamachi replied, his gaze fixed on his own steam basket.


Once they had finished their dinner, they went to have a look at the café that Shiraishi visited. It was in a two-story building. The first floor only had the serving counter, so they went upstairs after buying their coffee. One of the tables was free, but it was so close to the tables on either side that the detectives instead opted to sit next to each other at the counter by the window.


“The location data tells us that he spent almost two hours in this place. What do you think he was doing for two whole hours in a coffee shop in a part of town that he didn’t normally visit?”


“He was meeting someone. That’s the logical explanation.”


“Sounds reasonable. But you were at the team meeting, so you know that Shiraishi was on his own, both when he arrived and when he left. Arriving is one thing, but normally when people leave a place, they leave together.”


Nakamachi grunted his assent.


“So if he wasn’t meeting anyone, what would he be doing for two hours in a place like this? Reading, maybe. Or maybe doing the same thing they’re all doing?” As he said this, Nakamachi jerked his thumb over his shoulder.


Godai cast a discreet glance over the rest of the café. Most of the patrons seated at the tables were busy fiddling with their smartphones.


“Hardly think so.” Godai grinned. “Can’t see him trekking all the way to a strange part of town just to do that. Besides, wasn’t there a café on the first floor of Shiraishi’s own office building?”


“Was the victim a coffee aficionado who tracked down this place because its brew was a cut above the ordinary? . . . No, I don’t think.”


“Cute theory. Trouble is, this place is a chain.”


“I know, I know.” Nakamachi raised the paper cup to his lips, a disappointed look on his face.


Godai took a swig of coffee. He turned to face the window that overlooked Eitai Boulevard. Something must have occurred to him, as he gave a little snort of laughter.


“What is it?” Nakamachi asked.


“Okay, so the man spends two hours in a single coffee shop without reading a book or using his phone. That’s not normal behavior. But when you think about it, there are people who do precisely that—and have zero choice in the matter, aren’t there?”


Nakamachi looked mystified. Godai jabbed a finger at his face.


“I’m talking about us. I’m talking about detectives. On a stakeout, we have to stay in the same place for hours on end.”


“Yes, I suppose we do.” Nakamachi’s mouth dropped open in surprise.


Godai swiveled his finger and pointed at the cars driving up and down the boulevard outside.


“Just look at that. Isn’t this a great place for a stakeout? Most of the major shops and restaurants in Monzen-Nakacho are located on this street. From here, you get a bird’s-eye view of anyone who’s entering the establishments on the opposite side of the street.”


Nakamachi looked down at the busy boulevard. “You’re definitely right there,” he muttered. “So you think he was monitoring someone’s movements?”


“Not sure that monitoring is quite the right word. After all, Shiraishi was no detective. Let’s say that he was waiting for someone to show up.”


“Someone on foot?”


“Maybe. It could have been someone who came by car and parked at the side of the road, or else someone in one of the restaurants. There’s any number of potential scenarios. All we can say for sure is that this is a fantastic place for keeping an eye on things. Plus there’s coffee thrown in.”


Nakamachi’s eyes were shining with excitement. “Should we report this to the higher-ups?”


Godai smiled wanly. He gave a curt, dismissive wave of the hand. “No, not yet. For now, it’s not even a theory; it’s pure speculation. If the squad leader and the unit chief had to listen to every silly hunch, nothing would ever get done.”


“I guess not.” Nakamachi looked slightly deflated. “I was just hoping we’d have something to tell our colleagues in the incident room.”


“I get it. Still, you don’t need to feel embarrassed about coming up empty. It’s not the hunting dog’s fault if he finds no prey. It’s the hunters who release the dogs in a place where there’s no prey to be caught. No, we can go back to the incident room with our heads held high.” As he said this, Godai gave the younger detective a pat on the shoulder.


Four days had now passed since the discovery of the body. What Nakamachi worried about was that none of the other teams had turned up anything significant.


The detectives were using the call logs of the victim’s phones to track down anyone who had recently been in touch with Shiraishi. Although the flip phone remained lost, the phone company had provided them with his outgoing call records. Yuta Yamada’s number was on the list.


Between them, Godai and Nakamachi spoke to more than thirty people. As well as Shiraishi’s clients, both past and present, they had visited other lawyers he worked with and the accountant who handled his firm’s finances. They had even dropped in on his barber. Everyone told them the exact same thing: His murder was inexplicable. A colleague went so far as to say that if the person responsible asked him to handle his defense, he would rather jump off a bridge than take the case. Godai and Nakamachi got back to the incident room late in the evening. Assistant Inspector Tsutsui, their supervisor for the case, was still there, so they summarized their findings for the day.


Tsutsui was a squared-jawed man with a striking head of prematurely gray hair. He barely reacted when his two subordinates reported that they had uncovered nothing of interest.


“You’ve done well. Go back home and take it easy. I’m sending you on a road trip tomorrow.” Tsutsui slid a single sheet of paper across the desk toward Godai.


“Where to?” Godai picked up the sheet of paper. It was a photocopy of a driver’s license. The portrait photo showed a scrawny-looking man, around sixty years old.


The address was in Anjo, a town in Aichi Prefecture.
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THE BULLET TRAIN from Tokyo was busier than Godai had been expecting. He was pleased to find a seat in one of the unreserved cars. Getting to Mikawa-Anjo Station would take about two and a half hours. Sitting in a window seat, Godai took another look at the paper Tsutsui had given him.


Tatsuro Kuraki, sixty-three years old. That was the man he was going to meet. There wasn’t much more information than that.


Shiraishi’s law firm kept a record of all incoming calls. These records showed that a “Kuraki” had called from a cell phone number on October 2. Setsuko Nagai, Shiraishi’s assistant, remembered the call, which she had patched through to her boss, but she knew nothing about Kuraki other than that he was a man, and had no idea what the call was about.


Kuraki wasn’t on the firm’s client list. He’d only called once, and there was no record of him ever visiting the office.


In the end, they decided to call the number and speak to the man himself. A female officer made the call in the hope that Kuraki would be more forthcoming with someone of the opposite sex.


Without going into any of the specifics of the case, she asked him for his full name and his contact details. He was cooperative and provided his full name—Tatsuro Kuraki—his address, and other details. The officer didn’t detect any hint of alarm in his voice.


Tsutsui then reached out to Kuraki to say that they would appreciate if he could make the time to see them. Kuraki said that since he was not working, he was available anytime.


According to Tsutsui, Kuraki had been pretty persistent in asking why the police wanted to interview him. That was to be expected. Kuraki probably thought that a detective wouldn’t go to all the trouble of coming to see him unless it was important. One didn’t need to have skeletons in one’s closet to feel nervous about something like that.


“The officer will give you more information when he sees you,” was all Tsutsui said. They had no idea if Kuraki was involved in Shiraishi’s murder, but another ironclad police rule was to give out minimal information prior to an in-person meeting.


That was how Godai had ended up on the train to Mikawa-Anjo today.


Godai reached Mikawa-Anjo Station a little before 11:00 AM. When he emerged from the station, he found himself in a parking lot with a handful of cars in it. With few large buildings and no billboards, the place had a slightly pastoral feel.


There was a single taxi waiting at the taxi stand. Godai showed the driver the map he’d printed in advance.


Looking out of the taxi window, Godai noticed that the road and the sidewalks were generously wide. There were no high-rises to be seen, but such buildings as there were sat on spacious lots. Anyone used to a place like this would struggle to live in the densely packed residential districts of Tokyo.


Less than ten minutes later, the taxi came to a stop. “It’ll be somewhere around here,” the driver said.


“Here is fine.”


Godai paid the fare, got out, and set off, checking his whereabouts on the map. The houses lining the street were a motley bunch, some old and some new, each one with enough space to park a car. Several houses had multiple cars parked outside.


The house with Kuraki’s nameplate on the front gate also had a carport out front, containing a small gray car with a lucky charm dangling from the rearview mirror.


There was an intercom just below the nameplate. Godai pressed the button and waited.


“Hello?” came a man’s voice.


“I’m here from Tokyo.”


“I’ve been expecting you.”


A few moments later, there was the sound of a lock turning, and the front door opened. The man who appeared had the same rather thin face as on his driver’s license. He was physically sturdier than Godai had been expecting.


“My name’s Tsutomu Godai. Thanks for seeing me.” He pulled out his Tokyo Metropolitan Police badge, took a step forward, and held it up for the older man to see, before quickly stuffing it back in his pocket and pulling out a business card.


Kuraki squinted as he scrutinized the card. “Come on in,” he said, gesturing Godai inside.


Godai thanked him, ducked his head, and stepped into the house.


Kuraki led him into a Japanese-style room just off the entrance hall. There were rattan-style chairs and a table on the tatami-mat floor. Up against one wall stood a small Buddhist altar, above which hung a photograph of a woman: It looked like a funeral portrait.


“That’s my wife,” said Kuraki. “She passed sixteen years ago. She was a little older than me. Fifty-one at the time.”


“Too young. That’s tragic. Was it an accident?”


“No, it was something called acute myeloid leukemia. With a bone marrow transplant, she might’ve made it, but we didn’t manage to find a donor.”


“Ah, right . . .” Godai mumbled.


“So here I am, an old man living all on my lonesome. I haven’t brewed up a proper cup of green tea in a teapot for years now. Will you be okay with the bottled stuff?”


“Fine by me. But don’t go to any trouble on my account.”


“No? Well, as you wish. Please, sit down.”


“As I believe my colleagues informed you over the phone, Mr. Kuraki, your name came up in the course of an ongoing investigation. We found your telephone number among the incoming calls of the Shiraishi Law Office in Tokyo. We are currently investigating Mr. Shiraishi’s murder.”


Pausing, Godai looked at Kuraki to gauge his reaction. There was little change to the expression on the old man’s gaunt face. He only gave the slight hint of a nod.


“Were you aware that Mr. Shiraishi had been murdered?”


“After your colleagues called me yesterday, I went online and saw what happened. It was quite a shock. I can certainly see why the police might want to come and see me.” Kuraki’s tone was calm and unruffled.


“That should speed things up a bit. I’m here today to ask you why you telephoned Mr. Shiraishi. What was the nature of your relationship?”


Kuraki ran a hand over his closely cropped head. “We had no ‘relationship.’ I never actually met the man. That was the first and the last time I spoke to him.”


“So why did you call him?”


“I was calling him for advice.”


“Advice?”


“Yes, legal advice. I’m dealing with a financial issue. I’m involved in a dispute. That’s why I called.”


“Why did you call Mr. Shiraishi’s firm in particular?”


“Anywhere would have been fine. When I looked up lawyers online, Shiraishi’s website said they offered simple legal consultations by phone—and that the service was free. I never intended to become a full-fledged client, so it made no difference where they were based—Tokyo, Osaka, wherever.”


Kuraki delivered this speech briskly and confidently. It struck Godai as convincing enough, as simple as it was persuasive.


“What were you consulting him about?”


Kuraki frowned at Godai’s request. “Do I have to tell you?”


“There’s no obligation. Still, I’d be grateful if you could.”


Kuraki grimaced and shook his head. “I’m sorry. I can’t tell you. It’s a privacy issue. Not just my privacy—it’s about other people’s too.”


“I see. Well, I suppose I’ll have to let that one go.”


Godai scratched his head with his pen, unable to come up with a follow-up question.


There was the sound of a ringtone. It was Kuraki’s cell.


“Where’d I put the thing? Oh, it’s over there. Would you excuse me a minute?” Kuraki said.


“Of course. Go right ahead. Would it be okay if I used your bathroom?”


“Feel free. It’s just across the hall.”


Godai watched Kuraki hurry to grab his cell, before heading to the toilet. As he made his way back to the tatami living room, a votive slip stuck on one of the wooden pillars caught his eye. Godai’s whole body stiffened at the sight of the characters on it.


It read Tomioka Hachimangu Shrine; beneath that in smaller script were the phrases For the safety and well-being of my family and For prosperity in business.


Godai took his phone out of his inside pocket and was preparing to take a photograph when he heard footsteps. Kuraki reappeared at the far end of the corridor.


“Is everything all right?” Kuraki asked.


“Yes, fine.” Godai slipped his phone back into his pocket.


He sat back down across the rattan table from Kuraki, his frame of mind quite different from a couple of minutes ago.


“Do you go up to Tokyo from time to time?” Godai asked. He could hear the edge in his voice.


“I do, yes. Because of my son.”


“Your son? Where in Tokyo does he live?”


“Koenji. He went to university in Tokyo, got a job there, and ended up staying.”


“Right. And do you visit him regularly?”


Kuraki thought for a moment. “Several times a year, I guess.”


“When were you last in Tokyo?”


“When was it? I reckon it would be . . . oh, about three months ago.”


“A precise date would be extremely helpful.”


Kuraki gave him a searching look. “Why?”


“I’m sorry. Procedure.” Godai ducked his head apologetically. “Please understand, we ask these sorts of questions of everyone with any sort of connection to the case.”


“But all I did was make one phone call. I’m hardly ‘connected to the case.’ ”


“I can only apologize,” Godai repeated.


Kuraki sighed. “Give me a minute,” he said as he picked his cell phone up off the table. Godai noticed that it was not a smartphone. With a look of intense concentration, Kuraki pressed its buttons. Godai got the feeling this was merely playacting designed to confuse him, the detective from Tokyo.


“It was August 16,” said Kuraki, his eyes fixed on the phone’s little screen. “I’ve got the text messages I sent to my son here. I stayed for a couple of days. My son doesn’t usually come back here for the summertime Obon holiday, so I go see him instead. I do it every year.”


“Do you stay at your son’s place when you go to Tokyo?”


“Yes. He’s single. It’s no trouble for him.”


“Could I get your son’s name and contact details?”


Kuraki looked at the floor and blinked a few times. Clearly, he was reluctant to oblige.


“My son’s name is Kazuma. He works for—”


Kuraki went on to give the name of one of Japan’s largest advertising agencies and provided Godai with his son’s phone number. Godai briskly noted it down.


“What do you like to do during your visits to Tokyo? Any favorite places you like to visit?”


“Depends. A few years ago, I went to the top of the Tokyo Skytree. It’s certainly very high. Honestly, though, that’s about all that can be said for the place.”


“What about shrines and temples? Everyone likes a nice temple visit.”


“Shrines and temples? Don’t know, really. I don’t dislike them, but I’m not wild about them either.”


“I noticed a votive slip from Tomioka Hachimangu Shrine stuck onto one of the pillars in the corridor outside the toilet. It looks quite new. I suppose you’re the person who put it there?”


“Oh, that thing? No, someone gave it to me. I’m not a very religious person, but it was a gift, so I thought I’d better put it up.”


“Someone gave it to you? Meaning you’ve not yourself been to Tomioka Hachimangu Shrine?”


“No, I’ve not. It was a gift.”


“Who from? Who gave it to you?”


Kuraki was looking at Godai with open suspicion. There was a wary look in his eyes.


“Why would you even ask a question like that? How can it matter who I got the stupid thing from?”


“That’s up to me. Just tell me who gave it to you.”


Kuraki inhaled deeply and briefly shut his eyes. Perhaps he was scanning his memory, but Godai suspected that he was playing for time—again.


“I’m awfully sorry.” Kuraki had reopened his eyes. “I can’t remember.”


“You can’t remember? Come on. Only someone close to you would ever give you a votive slip from a shrine as a present.”


“You’re welcome to think that if you want. I simply can’t remember, and there’s nothing I can do about it. I’m sorry. I must be losing it. It’s an age thing.”


I can’t remember. That had to be one of the worst answers a detective could ever get in an interview. When people went for I don’t know, you could always throw a piece of material evidence at them and argue that there was no way they didn’t know. With I can’t remember: There was nothing you could do.


But Godai knew he was onto something. His trip to Aichi had not been wasted.


“You told me earlier that you called Mr. Shiraishi’s firm to ask them for some rudimentary legal advice. Did you consult any other law firms about the same issue?”


Kuraki shook his head. “No, I did not.”


“By talking to Mr. Shiraishi, were you able to solve the matter to your satisfaction?”


“No. Quite the opposite. Shiraishi’s response couldn’t have been more unhelpful. All he said was that I could figure the whole thing out for myself if I did a little research online. The service was free, so perhaps I was a fool to expect anything better. I realized the whole thing was a waste of time, and I didn’t bother consulting anybody else.” Kuraki was holding Godai’s gaze and speaking with complete composure. He appeared to be laying out the facts honestly—but he could be putting on a show of extreme self-assurance to fool Godai.


Either way, Godai felt that now was not the right time or place to push the matter. There remained one last point he needed to check.


The detective glanced at his watch.


“I’ve already taken up too much of your time. This is my last question. Were you in Tokyo on October 31?”


“October 31 . . . Sounds like you’re asking me for an alibi.”


“I know it’s an odd question, but we ask everyone we interview the same thing. I hope you can understand that.”


There was a pained expression on Kuraki’s face as he turned and looked up at the calendar hanging on the wall.


“The thirty-first of last month? Unfortunately, I didn’t do anything special on that day. It was just a normal, ordinary day, like every other.”


“Meaning what exactly?”


Kuraki turned back toward Godai. “Meaning that I didn’t go out anywhere and that no one came here to see me. I was right here at home. All day.”


“I need you to prove that—”


“Not possible.” Kuraki shot back. “I have no alibi for that particular day. Regrettably.”


There was no note of apology or deference in his answer. I’m going to have to find out why this man’s so confident, Godai thought.


He looked at his watch again. It was just past noon. “Okay. That’s fine. Thanks for your time.”


“I’m sorry. I doubt I was much help.”


Godai looked Kuraki right in the eye. “That remains to be seen.”


“It does, does it?” Kuraki held the other man’s gaze.


“Thank you.” Godai began making his way to the entrance hall.


“Oh, Detective,” Kuraki called out to him. “One thing . . .”


“What?”


“About when I was last in Tokyo. I told you I’d been to see my son over the Obon holiday. I forgot that I’d made another visit since.”


Godai pulled out his notebook. “When was this?”


“It was October 5. I had no particular reason for going. I just wanted to see my son, so I went there. I stayed overnight and came back here the next day. There was nothing special about the trip. That must be why the whole thing slipped my mind.”


October 5—Godai dug into his memory. Kensuke Shiraishi’s first visit to Monzen-Nakacho had been on October 7.


Why had Kuraki opted to tell him this just as he was on his way out? Had he really forgotten about it? It could just be one of those things. On the other hand . . .


Perhaps Kuraki was expecting the police to pay his son a visit—in which case, concealing his October 5 visit wasn’t a smart move. It would come out as soon as they pulled some threads. Why, then, Godai wondered, had Kuraki tried to keep it secret in the first place?


“Thank you for all your help,” Godai said, leaving these questions for later. “Appreciate it.”


Kuraki walked him out. Godai stopped briefly beside the pillar with the votive slip on it.


“Would you like me to get in touch if I manage to remember who gave me that thing?” Kuraki asked.


“That would be great.”


“I’ll put my thinking cap on. Can’t guarantee it will come back to me.”


“Either way, I’d be grateful.”


Godai slipped his shoes back onto his feet, then turned and looked up at Kuraki. “If something comes up, I’ll come back.”


Kuraki’s shoulders tightened. He gave a small nod. “Sure. You’re always welcome.”


“Goodbye.”


Godai left. He heard the door being locked as soon as it shut behind him.


He was heading for the sidewalk when a thought struck him. He went over to the car in the drive. He craned forward slightly, squinted, and looked through the windshield. There was a lucky charm made of red silk dangling from the rearview mirror.


His hunch was right. It was embroidered with the words Tomioka Hachimangu Shrine: Safe driving amulet.


Would Kuraki claim that the amulet was another something he’d been given by a forgotten someone?


Godai went out onto the street. He wondered why Kuraki had refused to admit to buying the votive slip himself. Had he done so, he wouldn’t have had to tie himself in knots with a phony excuse about having forgotten.


Of course, there was always the possibility that Kuraki was telling the truth. It could have been a gift. Perhaps he’d pretended not to remember to avoid revealing that person’s name.


Godai quickened his pace, looking around for a cab to take him back to the train station. I’ve got a lot to do when I get back to Tokyo, he thought.
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TATSURO KURAKI’S SON, Kazuma, worked in a building on Yasukuni Boulevard in Kudanshita. Rather than go to Kazuma’s office, Godai called him from the street. The son sounded taken aback when Godai told him he was from the Tokyo Metropolitan Police. “What’s this in relation to?” Kazuma asked. His father must not have told him anything.


Luckily, Kazuma was in the office and had the time to step outside for a few minutes. They arranged to meet in one of the old coffee shops in the neighborhood. Nakamachi was accompanying him today, and the two detectives found a table at the back of the coffee shop.


“What game do you think Kuraki’s playing?” Nakamachi said. “Why didn’t he warn his son that detectives from the TMPD might come and speak to him? Or did he think we weren’t going to follow through?”


“He’s a slippery customer, that one,” Godai said, speaking with conviction. “He knows that I’m suspicious, and he has a pretty good idea why I want to speak to his son. My guess is that he thought there was nothing to be gained from warning him. He knows that it would look bad if their stories were too neatly coordinated. That’s why he told me about his visit to Tokyo on October 5. My gut feeling is that even if Tatsuro Kuraki is somehow involved, the son probably isn’t.”


Godai was being deliberately cautious. In fact, he didn’t just think Kuraki was involved—he was pretty sure that Kuraki was the murderer. Kuraki calling Shiraishi on the phone. Shiraishi’s subsequent visit to Monzen-Nakacho. The votive slip on the pillar. The amulet in the car. Everything about the man was suspicious. Godai’s superiors shared his opinion, and they had another investigator looking into Kuraki’s connections. Meanwhile, a large team of investigators was on the ground at Monzen-Nakacho, canvassing the local residents with Kuraki’s photograph.


The door of the coffee shop opened, and a man stepped inside. Godai put his age at around thirty. He had a handsome face and a strong, straight nose. A chip off the old block, thought Godai, noticing how similar his eyes were to his father’s.


The other customers were all solo women or couples. Visibly anxious, Kazuma Kuraki quickly spotted the two detectives and made his way over to them.


“Are you the ones who called me?”


“That’s right. Sorry to bother you when you’re at work.” Godai handed him his card.


When he saw that Godai was from the Homicide Bureau, Kazuma Kuraki frowned dubiously. The silver-haired proprietor brought water over to their table, and Kazuma ordered himself a coffee.


“So what exactly do you want to talk to me about? This is quite nerve-racking.”


Kazuma was at least honest about his feelings, Godai thought. “I’m sorry if I got you worried. Our inquiry is simple enough. We just have a few questions about your father.”


“My father?” Kazuma looked surprised. It was obviously the last thing he’d been expecting. “By my father, you mean Tatsuro Kuraki?”


“That’s right.”


Kazuma blinked and scowled. “What’s my father supposed to have done? I suppose you know that he lives in Anjo?”


“We know that. We also know that he comes up to Tokyo from time to time.”


“Yes, he does, but . . .”


“When was the last time he came to Tokyo?”


“Wait a minute.” Kazuma held up his hands and looked first at Godai, then Nakamachi. “What sort of investigation is this? How is my father involved? I really don’t want to answer any questions until you fill me in.”


“Be reasonable,” Nakamachi said with a grin. “You don’t need to know what we’re investigating to tell us when your father last came up to Tokyo.”


“No.” Kazuma glared back at them defiantly. “But if I’m going to share private and personal information with you, I think it’s the least you can do.”


Tension hung in the air. Kazuma’s coffee arrived. He made no move to pick it up.


“You should try it,” Godai said with a conciliatory smile. “This place is famous for its coffee. It would be a shame for it to get cold. Please.”


Kazuma grudgingly added milk to his coffee.


“There was a murder,” Godai said just as Kazuma picked up his cup. “Someone was killed here in Tokyo. Our job is to speak to everyone who had contact with the victim, or we believe to have had contact with the victim. Contact is not limited to meeting in person; it includes any sort of communication—like phone, emails, letters, whatever.”


“And my father is one of the names on your list?” Kazuma was still holding his cup in midair.


“Precisely. He called the victim.”


Kazuma took a small sip of coffee and put the cup back on the table.


“I don’t suppose you can tell me the identity of the victim?”


“I am afraid we can’t. If you want to know, I suggest you ask your father.”


“Have you been to see my dad?”


“I saw him just yesterday. He was the one who gave me your contact details and told me where you work.”


“He never said a word to me.”


“He must have his reasons. Anyway, that’s all I can tell you at this stage of the investigation. Now I need you to answer my question. When was the last time your father came to Tokyo?”


“Give me a minute,” Kazuma said. He pulled out his phone and made a few taps and swipes. He was obviously checking his calendar. “It was October 5.” That was the answer the detectives had been expecting. “Strictly, though, it was more like October 6.”


The detectives’ ears pricked up.


“What?” Godai blurted out. “What do you mean?”


“I don’t know when exactly he arrived in Tokyo on the fifth. But he didn’t get to my place until around one in the morning on the sixth.”


“What had he been doing till then?”


“I don’t know. When I asked, he just said he’d been wandering around, exploring. That’s what he always does when he comes to town.”


“He always does that? Don’t you two ever have dinner together?”


“Quite often when he first started coming here, but not for several years now. With my schedule, it’s difficult to make time, and we find that having breakfast together the morning after works better for us. There’s no point in us hanging out. We don’t really have that much to talk about.”


“Does your father always leave for home early the next day?”


“I think so, but honestly, I don’t know. There’s a diner near my apartment that opens early. We eat there, and then we go our separate ways.”


“How often does he come up to Tokyo?”


“About once every two, maybe three months.”


That fit with what Kuraki had said.


“How long ago did you move to Tokyo?”


“I came here for university, then stayed, so four years of university plus eleven years since I graduated. Fifteen years all told.”


“And when did your father start coming to visit?”


“It started when he retired. ‘Now I’ve finally got the time,’ he said and started coming up.”


“And the frequency of his visits has always been the same?”


“Pretty much.”


“Has anything out of the ordinary happened to him while he was visiting? It could be something good or bad; it doesn’t matter. Was he ever like, ‘Can you believe what happened to me today?’ ”


“Let me think.” Kazuma leaned forward and propped his forehead in his palm. “I suppose there was the occasional small thing he told me about. Nothing I can remember, though. Sorry.”


“When your father comes up to Tokyo, does he usually go around on his own? Did you get the impression he was meeting other people?”


“If he was, he never said anything about it to me. He doesn’t know anyone in Tokyo, and he never said anything about making any new friends either. I think he was always on his own.”


“I see. If you don’t mind, I just have a couple more questions. Does Monzen-Nakacho bring anything to mind? Or Tomioka Hachimangu Shrine?”


“Monzen-Nakacho?” His bewilderment seemed genuine enough. “What do those places have to do with anything?”


“I’m sorry, but we’re not at liberty to share that information. Just one more question. Has your father discussed any legal issues with you?”


“Legal issues? What sort of legal issues?”


“Anything, really. Maybe something related to financial matters or ownership rights.”


“No, he’s never brought anything like that up.”


“Thank you. That’s all the questions I had. We appreciate your cooperation.” Godai snapped his notebook shut.


“I’d like to ask a question of my own,” piped up Nakamachi. “How do you feel about your father’s visits?”


“How do I feel about them? What’s that even supposed to mean?”


“Like you, I’m not a Tokyoite, so I know what it’s like. Having your parents come to see you too often can be annoying. Once every couple of months strikes me as fairly frequent. Haven’t you asked yourself why he comes here so often? There’s only so many sights to see. Have you ever suspected there might be another reason for his visits?”


Kazuma had a deep frown line between his brows and a hard curl to his lips as he picked up his coffee cup. After swallowing a mouthful of coffee—which was probably lukewarm by now—he thumped the cup back down on the table.


“Look, I don’t know anything about your family or your relationship with your parents. In our family, our policy is live and let live. My dad likes to come up to Tokyo. Whatever. It’s none of my business. That’s why I’m not suspecting anything.” Kazuma directed his gaze at Godai. “Listen, I’ve got work to do. Can I go?”


“Of course. Thank you for your help.”


Godai ducked his head in a bow. By the time he looked up again, Kazuma was already striding toward the door.


“That last line of attack of yours worked like a charm.” Godai grinned at Nakamachi. “Looks to me like Kazuma Kuraki already had suspicions of his own. When you had the indelicacy to point it out, he went to pieces.”


“Suspicions of his own? Do you think . . .?”


Godai gave a snort of laughter. “The father comes up to Tokyo regular as clockwork, but never tells his son where he’s going. He only shows up at the son’s place in the middle of the night, and he leaves the next morning without bothering to have a proper conversation with him. There’s only one possible explanation for behavior like that.”


“A woman?”


Godai nodded forcefully. “I’m willing to bet that it’s his girlfriend who gave him the votive slip and the amulet from Tomioka Hachimangu Shrine. If we can find her, we can start making progress on this case.”


“Sounds to me like we’ve finally got something good for our colleagues in the incident room.” Nakamachi’s eyes crinkled shut as he smiled with unadulterated glee.
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THE POLICE TRACKED a possible girlfriend later. The investigators doing the door-to-door interviews with Tatsuro Kuraki’s photo found the lead. A clerk at a liquor store claimed to have seen Kuraki on several occasions when making deliveries at a local restaurant. Kuraki, he said, had been one of the customers seated at the counter.


The restaurant, Asunaro, had been operating for over twenty years. While the owner was nearly seventy, it was actually her daughter who ran the place and was possibly Kuraki’s girlfriend.


“You’re the ones who interviewed Kuraki. You should be the ones to speak to her.” Assistant Inspector Tsutsui handed Godai a map on which Asunaro’s location was marked.


Godai immediately left, taking Nakamachi with him. He told Nakamachi there was somewhere he wanted to visit on the way.


The place was the café that Kensuke Shiraishi had visited twice. Just like on the previous occasion, they went to the second floor and sat next to one another at the counter that overlooked Eitai Boulevard.


“Hey, Godai,” Nakamachi said excitedly. “We’re definitely on the right track here.”


He was holding up the map that Assistant Inspector Tsutsui had given them.


Godai glanced at it. Before leaving the police station, he’d checked the map and seen that Asunaro was right opposite the café. It didn’t take a wild leap to guess that Kensuke Shiraishi had been watching the comings and goings at the restaurant.


“We don’t want to jump to conclusions, but I don’t think there’s much chance we’re wrong.” Godai picked up his paper cup as he said this. Somehow the completely ordinary chain-store coffee it contained seemed to taste special today.


Asunaro opened at half past five. At half past four, the two detectives got up and crossed the street. Asunaro was on the second floor of an old and rather small building. There was a staircase, and at the top, a little Sorry, We’re Closed sign hung on the door to the restaurant.


They entered. The first thing to strike Godai was the smell of dashi broth. Only after that did he take in the appearance of the place. A youngish woman was standing behind a plain wood counter.


She wore an apron over a tracksuit. Despite her casual outfit, her face was carefully made-up; her neatly plucked eyebrows were especially striking.


“Sorry, we’re not open till half past five,” the woman said.


“We’re not customers.” Godai held out his badge so the woman could see it.


She froze, a ladle in her hand and a mystified look on her face. She took a deep breath. “I see,” she said. “Why are you here?”


Although she looked young at first glance, on closer inspection, Godai could make out the crow’s-feet at the corners of her eyes. Even so, she certainly didn’t look like she was in her forties. Her face was small with delicately sculpted features.


“Are you the manager here?”


“No. Mother is the manager. She’s just stepped out to do some shopping.”


“She is Mrs. Yoko Asaba?”


“That’s right.”


“Clearly, you also work here. Do you mind telling us your name?”


“My name’s Orie Asaba. Listen, what are you doing here?”


Her eyes darted anxiously.


Godai presented her with a photograph. “Do you know this man?”


Orie looked at the photograph, and her eyes widened slightly. “Uh-huh,” she said with a nod.


“Do you know his name?”


“He’s called Kuraki. He comes here from time to time.”


“And do you know his first name?”


“Pretty sure it’s Tatsuro, but don’t quote me on that.” She didn’t sound all that confident.


“When was he last here?”


Orie thought for a moment. “Early last month, I think.”


“How often does he come?”


“Several times a year. Sometimes he’s regular as clockwork; sometimes there’s more of a gap between his visits.”


“When did he first start coming?”


“I can’t be too sure. Five, maybe six years ago.”


That tallied with what Kazuma had told them about his father. It sounded like Tatsuro Kuraki stopped by every time he came to Tokyo.


“Do you know why he comes here? Did a friend of his recommend it to him?”


Orie tipped her head quizzically to one side. “He never said. I think he just dropped in at random and took a fancy to the place.”


“Does he come here alone or with someone else?”


“No, he’s always alone.”


“And what does he do with himself when he’s all alone like that?”


“What does he do? Given that we’re a restaurant, he has something to eat and he enjoys a drink or two.”


“What time does he get here, and when does he leave, roughly?”


“He usually gets here at about seven. And I’d say he normally leaves just before we shut up shop.”


“What’s closing time here?”


“Last orders is at eleven, and we close at eleven thirty.”


“Where’s he like to sit?”


“Wha—?” There was a look of confusion on Orie’s face.


“Regular customers at a bar or restaurant usually like to sit in the same place. I thought maybe he had a favorite spot.”


“Right.” Orie nodded. “It’s there.” She pointed at a seat at the end of the counter up against the wall.


Godai looked where she was pointing and tried to picture Kuraki there. Sitting in a spot slightly removed from the other patrons and spending four and a half hours drinking all by yourself until closing time—that wasn’t something you would do unless a place mattered to you.


No, that isn’t it. Perhaps it’s about a person rather than a place.


“Listen.” There was a hint of firmness in Orie’s voice. “What sort of investigation are you working on? Has something happened to Mr. Kuraki?”


When Godai said nothing, Nakamachi stepped in. “You just need to answer our questions. The less you know, the better,” he said gently.


“That’s not fair. How can you subject me to the third degree and not expect me to be curious? What am I supposed to say to Mr. Kuraki the next time he comes? He may not come often, but he’s a nice guy. He’s really sweet to me and my mom. Can I tell him about your coming here today?”


“You’re more than welcome,” Godai shot back. “Seeing as we’ve already interviewed him.”


“Really?”


She seemed a little shocked, and she looked away. Godai scrutinized her face. If Orie was in a relationship with Kuraki, he would definitely have told her about the detective who had traipsed all the way from Tokyo to Aichi Prefecture to interview him. But the expression on her face counted for next to nothing. Women are all actors, he told himself.


“We’re not subjecting you to the third degree, but we haven’t even asked you any difficult questions.” Godai was looking directly into Orie’s perfectly made-up face. “Now we will. First, I want you to tell me everything you know about this Tatsuro Kuraki. Doesn’t matter how trivial. Nakamachi, are you ready to take notes?”


“Ready when you are, sir.” Nakamachi had his notebook open in front of him and a pen in his hand.


“Go on, then,” Godai said to Orie.


“It’s easy enough for you to ask the question, but I actually don’t know much about him. Mr. Kuraki isn’t a big one for talking about himself. . . . He told me that he lives out in Aichi Prefecture, while his son lives here in Tokyo. He drops by every time he comes to town, and he usually brings us some sort of a present from Aichi. What else . . .?” Orie tipped her head to one side and appeared to rack her brain. “Oh yes, he’s a fan of the local baseball team, the Chunichi Dragons. And he’s got too much time on his hands now that he’s retired. What else . . .?” She sighed and slowly shook her head. “I’m sorry. He must have told me more about himself. It’s just not coming to me right now.”


“Take your time and see what comes back to you. We’ll be dropping in on you again. More than once, I suspect.”


Orie frowned unhappily. The woman’s an open book. She doesn’t want us coming back, and she’s not acting this time, thought Godai, seeing her response to his remark.


There was the sound of a door opening behind them. Turning around, Godai saw a little old woman in a beige cardigan, with a white plastic shopping bag in each hand. She stood there, rooted to the spot. Her small, bespectacled face was a mass of fine wrinkles, but Godai recognized her as Orie’s mother. The family resemblance was obvious.


“You must be Mrs. Yoko Asaba?”


Ignoring Godai, she looked over at the counter where her daughter was.


“They’re from the police,” Orie said. “They’re here to ask us about Mr. Kuraki.”


“We appreciate your cooperation,” said Godai, showing her his badge at the same time.


Yoko didn’t even bother to look at it. She walked up to the counter and handed the two bags she was carrying to her daughter. Only then did she turn to face the detectives. “What? Are you trying to tell me Mr. Kuraki’s done something wrong?” she asked.


“I can’t yet speak to that. Which is the reason we’re going around interviewing people. Yourselves included.”


“Oh, I get it. Look, I’ve no idea what you’re investigating, but if you suspect Mr. Kuraki, then you’re way off the mark. The man doesn’t have a bad bone in his body,” Yoko said briskly.


“I’ll bear that in mind.” Godai felt a twinge even while the words were coming out of his mouth. There was something not quite right about what the older woman had said, though he couldn’t quite put his finger on it.


“Was it Mr. Kuraki who told you about this place?” Yoko asked.


Godai grimaced and waved a hand. “I can’t tell you that.”


“Apparently, we’re supposed to answer their questions and not ask any of our own,” said Orie from behind the counter, her voice heavy with sarcasm.


“Oh yeah? Well, in that case, let’s get this over as fast as possible. It’s nearly opening time. I know it’s not the politest thing to say, but personally, I’ve always loathed the police.” Yoko looked straight up at Godai as she said this. There was a frighteningly cold gleam in her eyes.


“Okay then. This question is for both of you. Have you heard of a certain Kensuke Shiraishi? He’s a lawyer.”


“Not someone I know. How about you?” Yoko asked Orie. When the younger woman wordlessly shook her head, the mother said to Godai, “And nor does she, apparently.”


“Okay. Moving on, Tomioka Hachimangu Shrine is not far from here. Is that somewhere you like to visit?”


“Yeah, we go there. I mean, it’s just around the corner.”


“Do you buy votive slips and amulets there?”


“Yes.” Yoko nodded. “Look up there.” A votive slip of the kind Godai had seen at Kuraki’s house was stuck just below the ceiling of the kitchen area.


“Do you ever give the votive slips and amulets as presents to other people?”


“To our best customers. All the time.”


“Does that include Mr. Kuraki?”


“Mr. Kuraki?” Yoko clapped her hands together. “Come to think of it, I did give him one. It was quite a few years back. Maybe three. It was to thank him for the presents he’s always bringing us from Nagoya.”


Yoko’s answer set Godai’s mind whirring. Given what she had said, Kuraki’s claim that he couldn’t remember who’d given him the votive slip didn’t ring true. Now what Godai had to figure out was why Kuraki would want to stop him finding out about this restaurant.


“From what you’ve both said to me, I get the impression that you’re close to Mr. Kuraki. What about your other regulars? Is Mr. Kuraki friendly with any of them?”


“I don’t really know. You can see how small this place is. You run into the same people again and again. I think he’s made a few friends, yes.”


“What sort of customers do you have here? Can you give me an idea?”


“That’s an impossible question to answer,” Yoko said with a smile. “If you want to find out, visit us during opening hours and use your own eyes and ears. You’ll need to come as a regular customer, though. Flash your badge around the way you did just now and I’ll sue you for interfering with the business.”


Godai broke into a crooked smile. “I’ll be careful,” he said with a nod.


“Detective, listen. If you’ve got any more questions, can’t you wait for another day? We’ve got a thousand and one things to do,” Yoko said, looking pointedly at the clock on the wall.


As she spoke, Godai realized what was behind that uneasy feeling he’d had when she first came in.


It was her intonation. There was the faintest regional accent in her voice. Godai was sure that he had heard something like it recently.


That’s it. The taxi driver at Mikawa-Anjo Station had spoken in the same way. That intonation—it was a Mikawa accent.


“Is something wrong?” Yoko was looking at him warily.


“No, nothing wrong. I just have one last question for you. On October 31, were you open for business as normal?”


“The thirty-first of last month? I don’t think we took any extra days off then, no.”


“Were you both working here that day?”


“Yes, we were. Luckily for us, we’re very busy. There’s no way one of us can handle everything. What’s so special about that day?”


“I’m sorry, I . . .”


“Oh yes, I forgot. We’re not supposed to ask you questions.” As Yoko said this, she gave a shrug.


Ignoring this, Godai said, “Thank you very much for your help. If you don’t mind, I’d like to get an address and phone number for each of you.”


Yoko scowled. “Planning to chase us down at home too?”


“Right now, I’ve no such intention. It’s just to be safe.”


With a sigh, Yoko grabbed a piece of notepaper and jotted down an address and two cell phone numbers. Apparently, the two women shared an apartment in Toyocho.


“Where were you ladies born?” Godai lifted his gaze from the notepaper and looked fixedly at Yoko. “I can tell that you were definitely not born here in Tokyo.”


Yoko’s face was now blank and expressionless.


She exhaled slowly, exchanged a look with her daughter behind the counter, and then turned back to Godai.


“You’re very perceptive. I was born in Seto in Aichi Prefecture. When I got married, I moved to a place called Toyokawa and lived there till my mid-thirties. I came to Tokyo sometime after the death of my husband.”


“That explains it. I imagine you and Mr. Kuraki must enjoy talking about your hometown.”


“No, that’s not something we’ve ever discussed. I haven’t told him I was born in Aichi. He could probably tell, but he’s never asked me about it. I never mentioned it myself, so maybe he was being tactful and staying away from the subject.”


“Why should he do that?”


Her face still as blank as a Noh mask, Yoko took a deep breath. “I don’t like the idea of you poking around and checking up on me, so I’ll just come right out and make a full confession. I just told you that I loathe the police. Well, I have a very good reason for feeling that way.”


“What is it?”


“My husband . . .” Yoko’s eyes reddened, her wrinkled face tautened, and her lips twisted. The emotion on display was deep sadness. “My husband was murdered by the police.” The sound that came out of Yoko’s mouth was closer to a groan than anything else. “He was the suspect in a murder case. They arrested him, and he never came back home. He hanged himself in a police cell.”
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