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PART ONE




I regret to say I was the very last person to notice what was going on.


—JOHN DICKSON CARR, SHE DIED A LADY
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Glancing up at the wall clock, he saw that there were only twenty minutes to go until ten o’clock. Think I’ll call it a night. Yutaro Namiki looked around the restaurant. It was almost empty—only a couple middle-aged women were left. When they came in, one of them had said something about how nice it was to be back. Yutaro Namiki sneaked a peek at her. The woman was certainly not one of their regulars. He had a vague sense that he recognized her but he could just be imagining things.


Right about then, the woman announced that she wanted to pay her check. “Coming,” called out Machiko, Yutaro’s wife, who was standing beside him, washing dishes.


Yutaro heard the woman say, “Thank you. That was quite delicious.”


“Thank you for coming,” Machiko replied. “I hope you’ll come again.”


“I’m sure we’ll be back soon. Actually, I’ve been here before. It was quite a long time ago—maybe five or six years ago.”


“Oh, really?”


“There was this amazingly pretty waitress. We ended up chatting and she told me she was the owner’s daughter. I seem to remember that she was still in high school. Is she well?”


Yutaro was busy in the kitchen, putting away the knives, but his hand stopped in midair. He knew that hearing his wife’s response to the offhand inquiry would only cause him pain, but he couldn’t help straining to listen.


“That was my daughter. She’s doing fine.” Machiko sounded perfectly relaxed. She was keeping her feelings well hidden.


“Oh, good. Does she still live at home?”


“No, she’s moved out.”


“Really? She seemed such a well-adjusted kid. Not like mine. They’re getting older but they still look to us for everything. I’m getting sick and tired of it.”


“Oh, I don’t know. That has its own charms.”


“‘Lucky the house with a child to spoil,’ you mean?”


“Exactly.”


He heard Machiko and the woman heading for the exit. There was a rattling sound as someone pulled the sliding door open. “Thank you very much. Good night,” he heard his wife say.


Putting down the knife he was holding, Yutaro walked around the counter and out into the restaurant. Machiko had taken down the noren curtain over the front door and just come back inside.


Their eyes met and she cocked her head slightly. “Something wrong?”


“No. I just couldn’t help overhearing.” Yutaro scratched the back of his head. “You really kept your cool. I know it can’t be easy.”


“It’s no big deal. I’ve been dealing with customers for years. That’s the business we’re in, after all.”


“I know, but still …”


Machiko leaned the curtain pole up against the wall and turned to her husband. A petite woman with a small face, she’d always had a penetrating gaze, even as a young woman. It was hard not to flinch when she made eye contact.


“Haven’t you accepted it yet?”


“Accepted what?”


“The fact that Saori has gone. I’ve come to terms with it. Since you spend all your time in the kitchen, you may not realize it, but people talking about Saori the way that woman did—it happens all the time. It’s the same for Natsumi. She never makes a fuss about it because she’s come to terms with it, too.”


Natsumi was the younger of the Namikis’ two daughters. She was a sophomore in college and helped out at the restaurant when she had the time.


Yutaro stood there, saying nothing.


“Look, I’m not saying that there’s anything wrong with you holding on like you do. I’m just saying that you don’t need to worry about me.”


“Yeah, okay.”


“Can you tidy up the kitchen? There’s something I’ve got to do upstairs.” Machiko pointed up at the ceiling. The family lived on the second floor above the restaurant.


“Sure, no problem.”


“See you later, then.” Machiko started climbing the stairs in the back corner of the restaurant.


Yutaro shook his head feebly. He wasn’t in the mood to go straight back to work, so he pulled up a chair and sat down. He could feel his back rounding into a slouch. Women are so much stronger than us! It was something he felt acutely now—and had felt countless times in the past.


Saori had been their firstborn. A big-eyed baby with glowing pink skin. Yutaro had long been convinced that he wanted his first child to be a boy, but that particular prejudice evaporated the instant Saori was born. She was the apple of his eye. No, she was more than that: He was ready to lay down his life for her.


Machiko was an integral part of running Namiki-ya, as their restaurant was called, so the restaurant became Saori’s nursery. When the restaurant was busy, the regulars would often pick up Saori and bounce her on their knees.


Saori had been a healthy child and adored by everybody. All sorts of people from the neighborhood would greet her on her way to kindergarten. She would always return their greetings in her piping voice. Yutaro felt a surge of pride every time someone congratulated him on Saori’s good manners.


Saori had been popular at elementary school and junior high school. When her homeroom teacher came to visit Machiko, she had said that “what made Ms. Namiki special was that she was nice to everyone, cheerful, and never made a fuss even when things got difficult.”


Saori’s test scores were not that good, but neither Yutaro nor Machiko were overly concerned. Saori was basically a serious and kind person who almost never caused them any grief or worry. She was also a lovely big sister who liked taking care of Natsumi, who was three years her junior.


Outside of school, Saori had one shining talent: She could sing. She’d liked singing as a very young child, but as the years went on, she started to display signs of exceptional talent. No matter how difficult a song was, she only needed to hear it once to memorize it, and she was never out of tune. That was when Yutaro first heard the phrase perfect pitch. Saori, people told him, had it.


Saori got to display her talent at the neighborhood street festival that was held every autumn. While the main event was a grand parade with costumes and floats, there was also a singing contest, which the locals all looked forward to. Saori first took part as a fourth grader when her rendition of “My Heart Will Go On,” the theme song of the movie Titanic, had amazed the audience. It was the first time he had seen his daughter really perform.


After that she was roped into performing at every autumn festival, becoming something of a local celebrity. The singing contest always attracted a good crowd, with plenty of people there specifically to hear Saori.


As she got older, Saori started helping out in the restaurant during the summer holidays.


Some of the more cynical customers would ask her what she was doing, helping out in a fusty old place like Namiki-ya. Didn’t she know that a beautiful girl like her could make a lot of money working in a hostess club in central Tokyo? Even her parents had to admit that she had grown into a beautiful woman. She was like a flower in bloom; her presence alone was enough to transform and brighten the atmosphere of the restaurant. She attracted more and more customers to the place as people associated Namiki-ya with her.


When Saori was about fourteen, a man named Naoki Niikura came to the restaurant. His family, who were very well-off, were well-known in the neighborhood. As a young man, he had attempted a career as a musician, he explained. While that never quite panned out, he had plenty of connections in the music business. He switched his focus to the business side and now he owned several music studios in central Tokyo and was always looking for fresh talent. He went on to list a few of the singers he had discovered.


“Your daughter has what it takes to be a professional singer. I’d like you to let me manage her,” Naoki Niikura said to Yutaro and Machiko.


Although Yutaro was aware that Saori enjoyed singing, the idea of her becoming a professional singer had never occurred to him. The offer came as something of a bolt from the blue. He was rather flummoxed and Machiko, his wife, seemed to feel the same way.


After he left, the two of them discussed Niikura’s proposal. They both wanted Saori to have a “normal” life, but they agreed that they should ask Saori her opinion.


As soon as Saori heard Niikura’s proposal, she announced that she would love to take a stab at becoming a pro. She had kept her ambitions to herself because she thought her parents would be opposed to the idea.


If it was what she wanted, then that was the end of the matter. As far as Yutaro was concerned, they should encourage her to follow her dream, and they agreed to let Niikura manage her. If it didn’t work out, then it didn’t work out. They could regroup when the time came. Even if Saori failed to break through, the experience would stand her in good stead for whatever she decided to do next.


Natsumi, their younger daughter, was thrilled. Just the thought of Saori performing in front of a big audience was enough to get her excited.


Saori started taking lessons from Niikura while continuing to attend high school. Luckily for the family, her tuition was completely free of charge.


“Oh, don’t worry about paying me for the lessons. After we’ve launched Saori’s career and she’s become a big star, I’ll just charge her a hefty management fee,” was what Naoki Niikura said whenever the subject of money came up. A fan of John Lennon, Naoki cultivated the same trademark look: long, lank hair and little pebble glasses. He was a warm, good-natured soul and not in the least snobbish about his privileged background.


He was, however, a stern taskmaster. “I do my best in the lessons, but Mr. Niikura never says anything nice about me,” Saori often grumbled. Niikura wasn’t shy about setting strict rules for his protégée, either. “You don’t need that smartphone of yours. It will just get in the way of your singing career,” was a warning he never tired of giving her. Hearing that convinced Yutaro that he had made the right decision in putting his daughter into Niikura’s hands. Niikura was telling her the same home truths he believed himself.


Saori eventually graduated from high school.


“I think now’s the right time to get Saori to sing for this producer guy I know,” Niikura announced cheerfully, when he turned up at the restaurant just after the turn of the year. Saori was nineteen years old at the time.


It was just two weeks later that it happened. Saori went out in the early evening and didn’t come home even as it got later and later. Becoming increasingly anxious, her parents made repeated calls to her cell phone. No one picked up.


The Namikis contacted everyone they could think of, starting with the Niikuras, but no one had any idea where their daughter was. By the time it was after midnight, they could no longer bear the anxiety and contacted the police.


The police moved into action the next morning. They initiated a neighborhood-wide search and reviewed the footage from all the local security cameras.


CCTV footage from a camera outside the local convenience store showed Saori walking along the street. She was alone and holding her phone up to her ear, suggesting that she was talking to somebody.


The police got her call history from the cell phone company. At the time of the footage, no outgoing call was being made from Saori’s phone. In other words, Saori had received a call from someone else. Unfortunately, her cell phone company didn’t charge for incoming calls and didn’t keep a record of them.


Worried that Saori might have been the victim of foul play, the police did everything they could; they even dragged all the local rivers.


They didn’t find Saori. It was as if she had vanished in a puff of smoke.


Yutaro, Machiko, and Natsumi put up missing person flyers around the neighborhood. Other local shopkeepers and the regular patrons of Namiki-ya also pitched in. But all their efforts came to nothing.


The stress was too much for Machiko. She had a breakdown and took to her bed. Natsumi’s eyes were swollen from crying day in, day out, and she began skipping school. Knowing what was happening, none of their regular patrons grumbled about the increasing frequency with which the restaurant was closed.


Eventually, the police asked the family to provide an item containing their daughter’s DNA. They must want it so that they can do DNA analysis when an unidentified body turns up was what the family assumed. All three of them felt as if they had been flung down into a deep, dark hole.


They heard nothing more from the police after that. Yutaro was increasingly unsure how he should feel about that. If the police called now, it would be because they found her body. At this point, his daughter had to be dead. As much as he didn’t want to hear that, he desperately wanted them to find her body so that he could lay her to rest with all the proper rites.


The month before last had marked three years since Saori’s disappearance. Even though he knew he was wasting his time, Yutaro had handed out leaflets on the anniversary of her disappearance, appealing to the public for information, just as he had done the year before, and the year before that. As expected, they yielded no results. No matter. The act itself had become almost a ritual by now.


Yutaro consulted his watch. It was half past ten. Had he been daydreaming for so long? He pulled himself to his feet and shook himself to wake up. Perhaps he, too, should come to terms with what had happened. If he fell into a funk every time he thought about Saori, he would never get his life back.


He was heading to the kitchen when the restaurant telephone rang. Who could be calling at this time of night?


He picked up the receiver. “Good evening, Namiki-ya restaurant,” he said.


“Am I speaking to a Mr. Yutaro Namiki?” inquired a soft male voice.


“That’s right. Who is this?”


“I’m with the Shizuoka Prefectural Police,” the man said.
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He took a deep breath, then knocked on the meeting room door. “Who’s there?” barked a gruff voice.


“It’s Kusanagi.”


“Come in.”


He opened the door, ducked his head in greeting, then looked up. Director Mamiya was sitting on the far side of the big table. He had his jacket off and his shirtsleeves rolled up. The table was littered with documents and files.


Kusanagi was feeling nervous but it had nothing to do with Mamiya, the former chief of his team, and everything to do with the man who was standing by the window with his back to him. Kusanagi recognized him by his extraordinary head of slicked-back silver hair.


Mamiya looked over Kusanagi’s shoulder and grinned. “I see you’ve brought your shadow along with you.”


“She was the only person who was free.” Kusanagi grimaced. Kaoru Utsumi, one of the detectives on his team, was standing behind him looking rather uncomfortable.


“I know that your hands must be full with that robbery-murder case and I apologize for calling you in like this.” Mamiya waved his palm at the seat across from him. “Come on. Sit.”


“Yes, sir,” Kusanagi said, but found himself unable to pull out a chair. He was still staring at the man by the window.


“Commissioner,” said Mamiya, slightly raising his voice. “Chief Inspector Kusanagi is here.”


The silver-haired figure swung around and lowered himself into a nearby chair without uttering a word. It was Tatara, Mamiya’s predecessor, who had just been promoted to commissioner of the Tokyo Metropolitan Police Department.


With a look, Mamiya indicated for Kusanagi to sit down. He pulled out a chair. His female companion, however, stayed on her feet.


“Detective Utsumi, why not grab a seat, too?” Tatara finally broke his silence, with a voice so deep that Kusanagi could feel it rumble in his guts.


“Oh, I’m fine here, I don’t—”


“This will probably take a while,” Mamiya interrupted. “If you insist on standing, all you’ll do is make the rest of us uncomfortable. Sit down.”


“Yes, sir.” Utsumi sat down beside her superior officer.


“Okay,” said Mamiya, looking directly at Kusanagi. “Chief Inspector, we know that you and your team are busy with another case. Still, there’s a case we want you—you, specifically—and your team to handle.”


Kusanagi tensed. This had to be something major. Normally, when a crime occurred, it automatically became the responsibility of whichever team was on duty at the Tokyo Metropolitan Police Department headquarters. Approaching a team that was already part of an active investigation was highly unusual.


“I’ll explain why we chose you later. First, just listen.”


Mamiya picked up the file closest to him on the desk and launched in.


“Two weeks ago, there was a fire in a small town in Shizuoka prefecture. The fire destroyed one of those so-called trash houses—a house so overflowing with junk that it becomes a local landmark and eyesore. The cause of the fire remains unknown. It was speculated that one of the neighbors, fed up with all the mess, started it; that, however, wasn’t why it has become a big news story.


“After the fire was extinguished, an inspection of the ruined building turned up human remains. There were, in fact, two bodies. Neither of which were recently deceased.


“One of the bodies appeared to belong to the old woman who had lived alone in the filthy house; the identity of the other one was a mystery.


“Based on the height of the corpse and the accessories that had survived the fire, the Shizuoka Prefectural Police guessed that the body might be that of a young woman. They sent out an inquiry to the regional police forces all around Japan and they got one promising response: information about a young woman who had gone missing three years ago in Kikuno, a suburb of Tokyo. Because the cross pendant that she had been wearing at the time of her disappearance bore a resemblance to one found in the ashes of the building, they conducted a DNA test. The upshot was that the young woman in the fire and the young woman from Kikuno were unquestionably the same person. There was, however, no connection whatsoever between the girl and the burned-down house. According to the girl’s family, she never even set foot in Shizuoka prefecture when she was alive.”


Mamiya placed a document with a photograph clipped to it on the desk in front of Kusanagi. It listed the girl’s name, address, date of birth, and other details.


“The young woman’s name is Saori Namiki. She was nineteen years old when she went missing.”


Kusanagi picked up the document. The photograph showed a teenage girl smiling as she held up two fingers in the V peace sign. Her eyes were big and bright, her chin elegantly sculpted, and her lips a little on the fleshy, sensuous side.


“She’s very pretty,” Utsumi murmured, as she scrutinized the picture. “Looks like a singer from a girl group.”


“You’re right on the money there.” Mamiya shot a grave look at Utsumi. “Apparently, she was trying to become a professional singer.”


Kusanagi gave a grunt of surprise. From what Mamiya had said, he could tell that this case was going to be a tricky one. Why wouldn’t the bosses ever give him something nice and easy?


“What about the other set of bones?” Kusanagi asked. “How sure are we that they belonged to the house’s occupant?”


“They compared the DNA from the bones with DNA found on clothing and other items retrieved from the burned house. The answer is a definite yes. The people living nearby said that none of them had seen the occupant of the house for six years. Since she didn’t have regular social contact with any of them, none of them gave it a second thought. According to the family register in the local municipal office, six years ago, she was already north of eighty. The Shizuoka Prefectural Police are sure that she died of natural causes, probably not long after she was last seen. She was old and she died alone—one of those ‘lonely deaths’ you hear about nowadays.”


“Six years ago?” Kusanagi jabbed a finger at the photograph of the teenage girl. “Meaning that the old woman had nothing to do with the death of our aspiring singer here?”


“It seems not, no.”


“Do we have a cause of death for Saori Namiki?”


Mamiya sucked air through his closed teeth with a hissing sound.


“An examination of the bones established depressed skull fracture as the cause of death.” Mamiya solemnly crossed his arms on his chest before going on. “We don’t know how the skull was fractured. All we know is that doesn’t seem to have been caused by the fire.”


“So what you’re saying,” said Kusanagi, looking hard at his superior, “is that we currently have no evidence that she was murdered.”


“For now at least, no,” said Mamiya, glancing at Tatara beside him.


“I know what you’re thinking: that you’re being landed with a lousy and rather problematic case.” Tatara’s eyes glinted behind his metal-rimmed glasses. To the casual observer, he looked sophisticated, even gentlemanly. Back when he was much younger and working the street, though, he was known as a tough guy with a hair-trigger temper.


“No, I …uhm …I don’t—”


“Don’t try and give me the runaround. It’s written all over your face.” Tatara smiled maliciously. “If we assume that we are dealing with murder here, then the crime has to have taken place a little over three years ago. Finding witnesses will be all but impossible. Ditto with the physical evidence. On top of that, the place where the body was concealed has been almost completely destroyed by fire. How are you supposed to conduct a serious investigation in circumstances like that? I really don’t know. Whoever gets put in charge will have drawn the shortest of short straws; they’ll have every right to feel pissed off.”


Kusanagi looked down at the table and said nothing. Tatara had summed up the situation perfectly.


“However—” the commissioner went on. “Kusanagi, look at me when I’m talking to you.”


Kusanagi turned toward Tatara and looked into his eyes. “Yes, sir.”


“I absolutely insist that you—by which I mean you, Director Mamiya, and you, Chief Inspector Kusanagi—work this case.”


“‘This case’ being what exactly … ?” said Mamiya.


Tatara stared back at Mamiya and gave a crisp nod.


“The old woman who lived in the trash-infested house wasn’t completely without family. She actually had a son. If anyone was going to sneak into her house after her death, the chances are that it was him.”


Mamiya leaned forward in his chair.


“Do we know where the son is?”


“He renewed his driver’s license a couple of years ago. The address on it is in Edogawa Ward, and he’s still living there. Before moving there, though, he had an apartment in the south of Kikuno. Around a mile from the victim’s house, as the crow flies. One day, he suddenly quits his job at a junk removal and recycling company and moves out of his apartment. That was right after Saori Namiki vanished.”


Kusanagi heaved a sigh of relief. Finally, a glimmer of light.


Mamiya picked up another sheet of paper, which he deposited in front of Kusanagi. “This is the man. Take a good look at him.”


It was an enlarged photocopy of a driver’s license. Kusanagi gave a start the moment he saw the man’s face. He’d seen him somewhere before… . No, that was wrong. He’d actually met him face-to-face. When he caught sight of the name on the license, Kusanagi’s heart skipped a beat. He felt hot all over.


The typewritten name was Kanichi Hasunuma.


Kusanagi’s eyes opened wide and he looked from one to the other in turn. “Is it … that Hasunuma?”


“Yes, it is. It’s that Hasunuma,” Mamiya replied solemnly. “The defendant in the Yuna Motohashi case.”


So many thoughts flooded into Kusanagi’s mind that he was left quite speechless. He could feel one of his cheeks twitching uncontrollably.


He took a second look at the photograph. Hasunuma was older than when their paths had last crossed, but the coldness behind the eyes was exactly the same.


“Let me refresh your memory about another important matter.” Mamiya showed him another photograph. “This is the trash house that was destroyed in the fire. Someone from the local municipality took this picture a few years ago. Look familiar to you?”


Kusanagi picked up the picture. At first, all he could see was an enormous heap of garbage. When he looked carefully, however, he managed to detect the outline of a roof and something resembling a small front gate.


Kusanagi burrowed deep into his memory. A sudden realization hit him.


“It was Shizuoka prefecture, wasn’t it? Are you telling me … that this is the house where we seized that refrigerator?”


“Indeed I am.” Mamiya was jabbing a finger at Kusanagi’s face. “You went to this house with me. The two of us. Nineteen years ago. Of course, it wasn’t completely buried in trash back then.”


“It’s the same house?”


“I imagine you’ve finally realized why I want you and your team to handle this case, Chief Inspector Kusanagi,” Tatara said. “I’ve already made my position known to the heads of CID and Homicide—or would you prefer that I put someone else in charge?”


“No, sir.” Kusanagi clenched his hands into fists on the tabletop. “I completely understand. Please put me in charge of the case.”


Tatara nodded rather smugly.


“Sorry,” Utsumi broke in, “but I’m a little lost. What was the Yuna Motohashi case?”


“I’ll bring you up to speed later,” said Kusanagi.


Tatara had apparently said all he was going to say. Without a further word, Tatara rose to his feet. Kusanagi and Utsumi jumped to their feet and stood at attention. The commissioner stalked out of the room with long strides. Mamiya was following in his wake, when he stopped abruptly and turned back to them.


“We’re setting up a joint investigation task force with Shizuoka Prefectural Police at the Kikuno Police Station. Turn over your current case and let others tie up any remaining loose ends. What I want you to do is to switch over to this investigation as fast as you can.”


“Yes, sir,” Kusanagi said with great emphasis.


As the door slammed shut behind Mamiya, Kusanagi swung around to Utsumi. “Contact everyone on the team. Tell them to assemble at TMPD headquarters right now.”


“Yes, sir.”
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Yuna Motohashi went missing twenty-three years ago. She was twelve years old at the time. She went out one afternoon to meet a friend in the local park. The park was near her house and was along the route the local students would walk to school. Because of this, Yuna’s mother wasn’t concerned about her. When dinnertime came and Yuna was still not home, her mother went to the park to fetch her. Yuna, however, was nowhere to be seen. When the mother went to the friend’s house to ask after her daughter, the friend said they had parted hours ago.


Starting to feel uneasy, the mother contacted her husband. The two of them visited every place they thought Yuna might be. When that yielded no results, they reported her as missing to the police.


Given the circumstances, the police immediately launched a full-scale search but they found no clues to the missing girl’s whereabouts. In those days there were far fewer security cameras and CCTV than there are now.


The only significant lead they uncovered was a statement from someone who had seen a girl who resembled Yuna walking alongside a man dressed in pale-blue work overalls. Because the witness—a housewife—had only seen them from behind, she had no idea what the man looked like. She described him as being of average height, neither fat nor thin; she hadn’t noticed anything peculiar about the girl’s appearance or behavior.


The workers at the factory, which Seiji Motohashi, Yuna’s father, owned and managed, all wore a uniform of that color. When they showed a set of the company overalls to the housewife, she confirmed that yes, they were similar to the ones she had seen the man wearing.


The factory had a staff of around thirty. Investigators visited and interviewed them all. The majority allowed the investigators to look around their apartments. Those who refused seemed to have plausible reasons for doing so and gave no grounds for suspicion.


Kanichi Hasunuma was one of the factory’s employees. He was thirty years old and lived alone. According to the investigation notes, a detective had visited Hasunuma three days after Yuna went missing and inspected his apartment. Nothing suspicious had been found.


Despite everyone’s efforts, Yuna wasn’t found. The case remained open and was classified as ongoing, but without any leads, the police had to move on. One month after Yuna went missing, her mother committed suicide. In her note, she apologized to Yuna and to her husband. She also blamed herself for letting the girl out to play too late. Convinced that her daughter was dead, she’d lost all hope.


About four years later, the case took an unexpected turn. A hiker trekking deep in the mountains to the west of Tokyo reported seeing what looked like human bones. The local police hurried to the site and exhumed a number of dismembered bones. Careful analysis confirmed that they were definitely human and, based on size and length, belonged to a child.


Since the skull was still intact, the crime laboratory was able to produce a possible likeness. When they sent the facial reconstruction to regional police forces all over Japan, word came back that it might be Yuna Motohashi. DNA test results confirmed their suspicions.


An investigation task force was established and it was Tatara who headed the team, with Mamiya as his second-in-command. At the time, Kusanagi was an up-and-coming young detective recently assigned to the Homicide Division.


Outside of the dismembered body itself, there was an almost complete lack of clues. There was one unusual thing about Yuna’s remains: not only had the bones been dismembered, chopped up, and buried, the body had been burned first. The focus of the investigation therefore shifted to finding places near the last sighting of Yuna Motohashi where it was possible to cremate a body. An incinerator seemed the most plausible solution. Not only did the police carefully check all the incinerators in the neighborhood, they also took a second look at workers at the Motohashi factory to see if any of them lived close to an incinerator.


It was then that Kusanagi set his sights on Kanichi Hasunuma. Hasunuma had by now quit his job at the Motohashi factory, but the HR department still had his résumé on file. It revealed that he had previously worked at a company specializing in personal and industrial waste disposal, and that firm had multiple incinerators.


When Kusanagi interviewed Hasunuma’s former boss, he learned one noteworthy piece of information. Four years ago, Hasunuma had phoned the man; he had something he needed to dispose of, he said. Could he possibly use one of the company’s incinerators that weekend? When the boss inquired what exactly he was planning to burn, Hasunuma had explained that he had a number of dead animals that he intended to cremate. He hinted that he’d set himself up as a sort of pet undertaker for friends and neighbors to earn a little cash on the side. Since the company was used to cremating dead dogs and cats along with regular household rubbish, his boss gave his okay, as long as Hasunuma left the place nice and tidy.


When Kusanagi checked the precise dates, he found that Hasunuma’s use of the incinerator coincided with Yuna Motohashi’s disappearance. It was at this point that Kanichi Hasunuma became the prime suspect.


Kusanagi immediately started investigating Hasunuma’s past. Many of the details of his life were fuzzy. All Kusanagi managed to ascertain was that Hasunuma had been born in Shizuoka prefecture and that he changed jobs frequently.


When Mamiya announced that he wanted to have a face-to-face meeting with the guy, Kusanagi asked if he could tag along, and the two detectives went directly to his apartment to interview him.


Hasunuma had small, narrow eyes and a blank, inexpressive face. The skin of his sunken cheeks barely moved even when he spoke.


Mamiya got the ball rolling by asking Hasunuma for the names of the people whose pets he had disposed of at the incinerator. With a list of names, it would be easy for them to check whether his pet-undertaker story was true or not.


Hasunuma, however, said that he couldn’t give them any names “because he had promised the owners confidentiality.”


Mamiya followed up by asking what kind of animals the pets were, how many of them there were, and how much he had charged his friends. Hasunuma answered none of these questions, either. “Is it a crime if I refuse to reply?” he finally asked. Kusanagi could still remember the tone of his voice: quiet and utterly devoid of emotion.


Hasunuma’s refusal to cooperate only deepened their suspicions. In addition, he was of middling height and neither fat nor thin—exactly as the eyewitness had described the man she’d seen walking with the murdered girl.


What followed was a series of misfires. They spoke to a wide range of people—starting with Seiji Motohashi, the abducted girl’s father—in an effort to establish a link between Hasunuma and Yuna. But apart from the fact that Yuna was the daughter of the owner of the factory where Hasunuma worked, they turned up nothing. Nor was there any history of bad blood between Hasunuma and his employer.


As all this was going on, one particular photograph from the case file caught Kusanagi’s attention. The detective who had visited Hasunuma four years earlier had taken one of the interior of his apartment.


While Mamiya interviewed Hasunuma, Kusanagi was looking over the place rather than listening to their conversation. Kusanagi wanted to see if there was anywhere one could easily hide a body. After all, Hasunuma must have hidden the body somewhere before getting access to the incinerator. Somewhere the original detective wouldn’t have thought to inspect.


Hasunuma’s apartment was modest: just two small rooms with a tiny kitchen area. The only places one could conceivably hide a body were the futon cupboard and inside the ceiling. But what caught Kusanagi’s attention was the refrigerator. It was small, like the minifridges you see in hotel rooms.


The refrigerator in the photograph from four years ago had been bigger, he remembered. Although not quite as large as a standard family refrigerator, it had been at least waist-high.


Sometime over the past four years, Hasunuma had replaced his refrigerator. Why had he done so?


Assuming that Hasunuma had burned the body in the incinerator, then in the interim he would have had to keep the body in his apartment. The best way to retard decomposition was to put the body in a refrigerator. Then, once he had buried Yuna’s incinerated remains deep in the mountains, he would have gotten rid of the refrigerator itself. That would make sense.


If this hypothesis was right, then the original refrigerator should contain some trace of the girl’s body.


Back at headquarters, Kusanagi showed the photograph to Mamiya and Tatara and explained his theory. While they both agreed that the young detective might be onto something, their faces hardly lit up. Locating the refrigerator was clearly going to be a challenge; for all they knew, it might no longer exist.


The three men tried to imagine what Hasunuma would have done with the refrigerator. He would be keen to dispose of it discreetly. Hasunuma probably couldn’t have carted the refrigerator out on his own. It was too big. He would need someone to help him.


Hasunuma didn’t have an extensive circle of friends. One of the few they came up with was one of his mahjong buddies who was also the owner of a minitruck.


The truck owner admitted it the instant they confronted him. Around four years ago, he had helped Hasunuma transport his old refrigerator, he said. They had taken it to the Hasunuma family home. Hasunuma had told him that he was going to give his old refrigerator to his mother.


Kusanagi and Mamiya promptly went to check out the place. Yoshie, Hasunuma’s mother, was short and stooped and looked considerably older than she really was. As soon as she realized that the two unfamiliar men who had suddenly appeared on her doorstep were from the police, she was gripped by fear. “I haven’t done anything wrong,” she kept muttering, as if chanting a magic spell.


Yoshie Hasunuma’s jaw dropped when Mamiya said that they only wanted to ask her a few questions about a refrigerator. She didn’t seem to know what they were talking about. Understanding only dawned when Mamiya continued, “We believe your son brought you a refrigerator around four years ago.”


“That thing? Never used it. He just came and dumped it on me. It just gets in the way,” she replied, the furrows on her brow deepening.


“Where is it?” they asked.


“In the tatami room at the back of the house,” she said, leading them inside. Kusanagi was dumbfounded: The place was about as far as you could get from a traditional serene Japanese room; it was more like a storeroom crammed from floor to ceiling with stuff. Right at the back of it all was a refrigerator. And it was definitely the one from the photograph.


They immediately impounded it and sent the refrigerator to the crime lab for analysis. Minute flecks of blood and pieces of flesh were found, and using DNA analysis, it was determined that Yuna Motohashi was the source of both. When the news was announced, the whole investigation task force broke into a cheer.


Kusanagi wanted to beat his chest and say, Look at me. A newbie in Homicide and I’ve already got a scalp on my belt.


Things, however, didn’t develop as expected.


Kanichi Hasunuma denied any involvement in the crime.


When they pressed him about blood and tissue residue from Yuna Motohashi being found in his refrigerator, he simply said, “No idea how it got there.” When they pressed him about his reasons for getting a new refrigerator, he simply said that the other one had gotten old.


Tatara went ahead and ordered Hasunuma’s arrest, despite his stonewalling. They were confident that with him in custody, extracting a confession would only be a matter of time.


Normally, they would have arrested him on several charges, including the unlawful disposal of a corpse or for mutilating a dead body, while they tried to get a confession. But not in this case. The statute of limitations, which was three years for both crimes, had already run out. The only charge they could arrest him on was murder.


But Hasunuma didn’t capitulate or confess. No matter how much they blustered and threatened, he refused to say anything.


“Do whatever it takes. Just get me the evidence I need,” thundered Tatara. His subordinates redoubled their efforts.


Through diligent sleuthing, Kusanagi and his colleagues turned up several new pieces of evidence suggestive of Hasunuma’s guilt. For instance, Hasunuma had rented a car two days after making use of the industrial incinerator. The distance on the odometer was almost exactly equivalent to the return trip from his home to the place where the remains had been found. When they searched Hasunuma’s apartment, the investigators discovered an old shovel wrapped up in newspaper. Analysis of the soil stuck to the shovel’s blade revealed that it had the same characteristics as the soil where the bones had been found.


They found more new information. But all of it was circumstantial evidence, no single piece of it providing decisive confirmation of Hasunuma’s guilt.


Some members of the task force suggested a compromise. How about getting Hasunuma to accept a charge of manslaughter—or even the lighter charge of involuntary manslaughter—instead of murder?


The idea infuriated Tatara, who was violently opposed to offering deals to criminals. He rejected it out of hand. “The fact that Hasunuma refuses to say anything is tantamount to an admission of guilt. We’ve absolutely got to indict him on a murder charge,” Tatara said.


In the end, they sent the case to the public prosecutor without managing to find a single piece of conclusive physical evidence. It was up to the prosecutor’s office to decide what to do next.


The prosecutor decided to go for an indictment. They probably assumed that the sheer volume of circumstantial evidence guaranteed that he would be convicted.


But the trial didn’t go as expected.


On his first day in court, Hasunuma denied the charges. His denials were the first and last words of any significance that he uttered throughout the trial. Thereafter, he stayed resolutely silent. Whatever the prosecutor asked him, his only response was: “I have nothing to say.”


As the trial went on, Kusanagi began to hear whisperings that Hasunuma might be found innocent.


I just can’t believe it, Kusanagi thought. Sure, the evidence is circumstantial, but with so much of it, you can’t tell me there isn’t enough to convict.


The trial focused on two issues. First, was Yuna Motohashi’s death the result of murder? And second, could a charge of murder be proven through the accumulation of circumstantial evidence, even though neither the motive nor the method of the murder was known?


Hasunuma had burned the girl’s corpse and buried what was left. Any normal person could see that he must have murdered her—but that wasn’t, apparently, how the justice system operated. If there was even the tiniest possibility that Hasunuma hadn’t killed the girl, then the murder charge would no longer stand up.


The day when the verdict was announced was bitterly cold. Kusanagi was at a local police station when he heard the outcome.


The verdict? Not guilty.
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Kusanagi shook his head as he contemplated the burned-out ruin. “Hard to believe this was once a house.”


“Very hard, sir,” said Detective Utsumi, who was standing beside him.


The place looked less like a burned-out house than a refuse incineration plant. A vast jumble of wood, metal, and plastic had been charred and fused together. The fire probably released not only a cloud of filthy smoke but also a lot of toxic gas. Kusanagi pitied the firefighters who been sent in to extinguish the blaze.


Kusanagi and Utsumi came to inspect the site along with the prefectural police before he took control of the joint investigation task force.


“I’ve driven by this place more times than I can count. Unless you knew, you’d never have guessed that there was a house behind all the garbage.” The speaker was Detective Ueno. He was there as their guide. He looked young—he was probably in his early thirties—and was built like an ox.


“Was it that bad?” Kusanagi asked.


The young policeman nodded.


“The garden was packed with piles of random trash: broken TVs and radios, bits of furniture, mattresses, quilts, you name it. Plus, bundles of newspapers and books—hundreds of the damn things. My guess is that people took to dumping their trash here rather than having it hauled away.”


“Why would anyone want to do that?” Utsumi asked.


“Search me.” Ueno tilted his head to one side. “When we interviewed the local people, they told us it had been in that state for a decade or so before the fire. The woman wasn’t interested in getting on with her neighbors: When they complained about the smell, she simply ignored them. When the municipal authorities offered to help her dispose of the stuff, if it was all proving a bit too much for her, she sent them packing. ‘This is my property and I don’t feel like throwing it away. Just leave me in peace.’”


Listening to Detective Ueno’s explanation, Kusanagi tried to recall the face of Yoshie Hasunuma from nineteen years before. She was something of an oddball even then but had only become more idiosyncratic with the passing of time, apparently. He wondered if her son’s arrest might have had something to do with it.


“According to the report, no one remembers seeing Yoshie Hasunuma for roughly six years. Didn’t anyone think that was odd?” Kusanagi asked.


“They discussed it, but it never went much beyond, ‘You don’t see that Mrs. Hasunuma around much lately.’ I imagine no one wanted to get involved.”


“What about the utilities: the water and the electricity?”


“The bills were all paid on time. The old woman’s bank account remained open and the charges were automatically deducted. Since she wasn’t actually using any water or electricity, the charges were minimal.”


“And her pension? Was that still being paid?”


“It seems it was. That’s why her account never ran out of money.”


“What about payments into or out of any other accounts?”


“We’re looking into that right now,” Ueno said.


Placing his hands on his hips, Kusanagi took another look at the site of the burned-out house.


“The report said that the two bodies were found in different places.”


“That’s right. The first set of remains was found in the tatami room on the first floor. Bundled up in a burned-up quilt. They found the second body under where the floor would have been.”


“And that was Saori Namiki?”


“Correct.”


Kusanagi was convinced that Yoshie Hasunuma had died from natural causes six years ago. Someone else hid Saori Namiki’s corpse beneath the floor three years after that.


“How much do we know about Yoshie Hasunuma’s family?” Kusanagi asked.


Ueno frowned.


“Very little, to be honest. There were some distant relatives, but she doesn’t seem to have been in touch with them. She had lost her husband some twenty-five years before she died. Her family basically consisted of a single son, Kanichi Hasunuma. He was actually her husband’s son by a previous marriage, not her biological son. Yoshie was his stepmother.”


“This isn’t the house where Kanichi Hasunuma was born and raised, then?”


“No, it’s not.” Ueno pulled out a small notebook. “The Hasunumas moved here thirty-five years ago. When the family came here, Kanichi Hasunuma moved out on his own.”


Kusanagi reflexively clicked his tongue. “I see …”


The Shizuoka Prefectural Police had recently called Kanichi Hasunuma in for an interview. In the transcript, Hasunuma claimed that he had neither contacted nor seen his stepmother for years; that he knew nothing about all the trash around the house; and that the house itself had nothing to do with him. He also stated that he had no idea where the bodies in it had come from. Although the fact that he deigned to answer their questions at all was a slight improvement over his last police interview nineteen years ago, there was little change in his overall uncooperative demeanor.


Kusanagi got Ueno to drop them off at the station, where they caught the next bullet train for Tokyo. Sitting beside Utsumi, Kusanagi swallowed a mouthful of can coffee.


“Can we assume that Hasunuma is the person who hid Saori Namiki’s corpse in the trash house?” Detective Utsumi asked him.


“Probably, yes. For starters, Yoshie Hasunuma died six years ago, and her body was wrapped up in a quilt. Whoever hid Saori Namiki’s body must have known that. They must have thought, ‘Look at this place. Three years, and no one even suspects the old lady’s dead. This place is perfect for hiding a body.’ And why didn’t that person report Yoshie Hasunuma’s death, even though they knew about it?”


Utsumi cocked her head slightly. “Presumably because it worked out better for them to have people think she was still alive.”


“Precisely. Can you think of a reason why?”


Utsumi frowned. “Maybe her pension?” she said tentatively.


Kusanagi grunted. The girl was sharp.


“I think so, too. The scheme was to pretend that she was still alive to get continued access to her pension. There’s only one person who could cook up something like that: someone who knew where Mrs. Hasunuma had her bank accounts and what the PIN numbers for them were—it’s got to be Kanichi Hasunuma, her stepson.”


“So he was stealing her pension benefits.”


“The fact that the place was a trash house proved an unexpected boon when it came to concealing her body. We can’t be sure until the prefectural police have checked Yoshie Hasunuma’s bank statements, but I’m pretty sure about the pension thing.”


Utsumi blinked and nodded gravely.


“As a theory, it makes plenty of sense. The first thing we have to do, then, is to prove that Hasunuma hid Saori’s body.”


“Yes. For starters.”


That was only the starting point. Kusanagi was determined not to repeat the mistakes of nineteen years ago. They had to prove Hasunuma was involved in Saori Namiki’s death.


Kusanagi glanced out of the train window as he sipped his coffee. He didn’t even notice the view; all he could see was the distant past.


The profound sense of defeat he felt then hadn’t weakened with the passing years.


The defendant is found not guilty—


The verdict had turned the whole world on its head for the young detective.


Ultimately, Kusanagi just couldn’t accept it. He read through the text of the ruling over and over again. The judge stated that the likelihood of Hasunuma being involved in the death of Yuna Motohashi was extremely high. Despite that, none of the abundant circumstantial evidence was sufficient to confirm the defendant’s intention to kill. Other than a certain number of adult videos in the defendant’s apartment, there was no solid basis for the argument that Hasunuma had first sexually assaulted Yuna Motohashi, then murdered her when she fought back. The judge dismissed this argument, which he characterized as “unconvincing.”


Kusanagi’s memories of the press conference given by Seiji Motohashi, Yuna’s father, after the publication of the verdict, were also crystal clear. Despite his best efforts to stay composed in front of the television cameras, he had been unable to prevent his voice from cracking and his body trembling with rage.


“I never imagined that the court would find Hasunuma not guilty. What does it mean? That anyone can get away with anything, provided they remain silent? I just can’t accept that. I intend to keep fighting. Whatever it takes, I want the prosecutor and the police to uncover the truth and bring my daughter’s killer to justice.”


Sure enough, the prosecutor appealed. However, when the court of appeals published its ruling, it only served to plunge the victim’s family deeper into despair.


The appeals court judge used even more forceful language than his predecessor. “There is a very strong probability indeed that the defendant caused the death of Yuna Motohashi.” He said that it was hard to see the new evidence put forward by the prosecutor as “constituting adequate proof that the defendant intentionally caused the death of the victim.” He dismissed the appeal and handed down another not-guilty verdict.


There was considerable public interest in how the prosecutor would respond to this second setback. In the end, however, the prosecutor’s office decided against an appeal to the supreme court, because a detailed analysis of the verdict showed that it was in line with both precedent and the constitution, meaning they had no grounds for a fresh appeal. The look of frustration on the deputy chief prosecutor’s face when he made the announcement was something Kusanagi would never forget.


“The biggest mistake that was made nineteen years ago was to believe that Hasunuma would break and confess,” said Kusanagi, still gazing out the train window. “It’s not fair to blame the people heading the investigation for thinking like that. Biological evidence was found proving that a body had been in the refrigerator. No one could reasonably expect anyone to be able to talk their way out of that.”


“I agree, sir.”


“It turned out, however, that there was another escape route,” sighed Kusanagi.


“You mean remaining silent?”


Kusanagi gave a curt nod, then finished off the last of his coffee. As he crushed the empty can in his fist, he chewed his lip.


“Not many people knew about the right to remain silent in those days. Most defendants still felt that if they were asked a question, they were obliged to give some sort of answer. Hasunuma, however, just kept his mouth shut. It didn’t matter whether they were asking him questions about the case or simply making chitchat; he was completely unresponsive. And he maintained the same attitude throughout his two trials. I feel a bit odd saying this, but I was sort of impressed by his strength of character.”


“I wonder if he’ll use the same technique this time.”


“If he’s guilty, I’m sure he will.”


Utsumi pulled out her phone. She must have gotten a call. “Excuse me one second, sir.” She stood up and walked off along the aisle between the seats.


Kusanagi stuffed the empty can into the seat-back pocket in front of him, and, after glancing over his shoulder to check there was no one sitting behind him, he reclined his seat and half closed his eyes. But with the case preying on his mind, he knew there was little chance of falling asleep.


One of the problems they were facing was the same one as nineteen years ago: Arresting Hasunuma for the unlawful disposal of a body was impossible. It was three years and two months since Saori Namiki had disappeared, and the statute of limitations had already expired.


So what sort of evidence would they need to assemble to arrest Hasunuma for murder? The child’s bones in the house had included a caved-in skull. This suggested that the killing had involved a violent blow with an instrument of some kind. If they searched Hasunuma’s apartment and found the murder weapon, they’d be home and dry—


“Chief,” he heard Utsumi saying, “are you taking a nap?”


Kusanagi opened his eyes. “Who was it on the phone?”


“It was Inspector Kishitani. The deputy commander of local police asked him to confirm the overall thrust of the Saori Namiki investigation.”


Inspector Kishitani and the rest of the TMPD team were already at the joint task force headquarters, sharing information with the local detectives.


“Okay. Tell them that we will go straight to the investigation headquarters in Kikuno as soon as we get back to Tokyo.”


“I guessed you’d say that, so that’s what I said we’d do,” said Utsumi matter-of-factly, dropping into her seat.


“Kikuno, huh? It’s part of Tokyo, but I know hardly anything—no, scratch that—I know absolutely nothing about the place.”


Kusanagi knew that Kikuno was somewhere in the west of Tokyo. He had driven through it, but never got out of the car to look around.


“From what I can see, it’s pretty nondescript,” said Utsumi, looking it up on her phone. “Hang on a second. There is one thing the place is famous for: its parade.”


“Parade?”


Utsumi started tapping away on her phone.


“Here we go. This is it: the Kikuno Story Parade.”


She held up the phone. On it was a photograph of someone dressed as Momotaro, the Peach Boy, with other people in ogre costumes.


“What is it? Some kind of fancy-dress parade?”


“Apparently, it used to be called the ‘Kikuno High Street Autumn Parade.’ Then it opened itself up to cosplay enthusiasts from all around Japan so they could take part. When that wasn’t exciting enough, they turned it into a team competition.”


“A team competition?”


“A group of people get dressed up and re-create a scene from a famous story. That might mean something like a man and a woman dressing up as Urashima Taro and Princess Otohime and having a feast, while their teammates, togged out in sea bream and flounder costumes, dance around them.”


“Sounds difficult to do while marching in a parade.”


“There’s a variety of gimmicks. Some of the teams use floats, apparently. There seem to be all sorts of rules about what you can and can’t do, if you’re using a large set.”


“You said people come from all over Japan? So is it a big event?”


“They get so many applications they have to hold an elimination round. All the teams are asked to send in a homemade video; the executive committee uses them to make their selections. It says here that nearly one hundred videos were submitted last year and that the overall level was so high, they struggled to whittle down the numbers.”


“From what you’re telling me, it sounds like a major event.”


“A friend of mine goes every year. She says it gets bigger every year.”


“When’s it held?”


“October.”


“I see.”


Kusanagi was relieved. That was more than six months from now, so there shouldn’t be a problem. They should be finished with the investigation by then.


“Oh, that reminds me,” piped up Utsumi as she put her phone away. “Isn’t our mutual friend in Kikuno right now?”


“Our mutual friend?”


“Professor Yukawa. He sent me an email at the end of last year.”


It had been a long time since Kusanagi last heard that name. Manabu Yukawa was a friend of his from his university days. Although he was a physicist, Yukawa possessed extraordinary powers of deduction, and Kusanagi had sought his help with more than a few investigations. They hadn’t seen each other for several years now.


“Didn’t Yukawa go to America? I haven’t heard from him since he left Japan.”


“He came back last year. That’s what the email he sent me was about. I thought he’d have contacted you, too.”


“Not a word. Guy’s got no manners.”


“He probably thought he didn’t need to email you because I’d tell you he was back. That’s how his mind works; he’s a rationalist.”


“He’s lazy, you mean. Anyway, what’s he doing in Kikuno?”


“He said that he was going to be working for a new research institute that had just opened up there. He didn’t say what kind of research he’d be doing.”


Probably thought you wouldn’t understand his explanation. Kusanagi suddenly remembered Yukawa’s habit of pushing his spectacles higher up on his nose with the tip of one finger.


“So he’s in Kikuno, eh … ?”


Kusanagi decided to contact Yukawa once he’d cleared up this case. Hell, it would be fun: to hear what he had to say about life in America as they drank their whiskey and sodas (made, of course, with high-end whiskey). The only problem was what it would take to sort out this challenging case.
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The day after the joint investigation task force was set up, Kusanagi decided to go to Namiki-ya and meet with the family. Since the local police force had all the records related to Saori Namiki’s disappearance, Kusanagi had a general grasp of the case; as the officer in charge of the investigation, however, he wanted to speak directly to the girl’s family. He had Kaoru Utsumi arrange the meeting and join him.


Namiki-ya was located on Kikuno Avenue, one of the streets on the route of the area’s annual parade. The restaurant was an unpretentious place, with a traditional exterior sheathed in vertical wooden slats. Inside, there were four tables for six, and two tables for four. Kusanagi and Utsumi were sitting on one side of one of the six-person tables in the middle of the restaurant, with the three members of the Namiki family on the other side: Yutaro, the father; Machiko, the mother; and the surviving daughter, Natsumi.


With his high forehead and elegantly arched eyebrows, Yutaro Namiki looked like a stand-up guy. On the thin side, he sat bolt upright in his chair and radiated a quiet dignity. His wife, Machiko, was a beautiful woman with strikingly large eyes. Kusanagi recalled the pictures he had seen of Saori Namiki. She had obviously taken after her mother. The features of Natsumi, the sister, were nice and regular, but she was of a different type to her mother and elder sister.


“We’ve got no idea what’s going on. Is there any chance you could fill us in?” Yutaro asked, before he had even put Kusanagi’s business card down on the table. “The Shizuoka Prefectural Police called us out of the blue. They said they believed they’d found the remains of our daughter and wanted to do a DNA test. We told them that we provided a sample when Saori disappeared and gave our consent for them to proceed. They got back to us a few days later saying that it was a match and we should come collect her remains. We went, of course, but we’re baffled. We had never heard of the place. That’s what we want to know: Why in God’s name was Saori’s body found all the way out there in Shizuoka?”


Kusanagi nodded twice, slowly and deeply.


“I understand how you must be feeling. For our part, we’re very conscious that this case comes with a lot of questions. And our investigation will address precisely that point: Why was the body found where it was?”


“Saori … ,” began Machiko Namiki. “She was murdered, wasn’t she?” Her voice was faint and had a slight quaver.


“That is a possibility,” replied Kusanagi in a somber tone. “I hope that our investigation will uncover the truth of what happened.”


Machiko’s eyebrows shot up.


“What else could it be, if not murder? You’re not seriously going to tell me that—what?—she went to some stranger’s house in Shizuoka, got sick, and died there?” She was speaking with such fervor that spittle was flying from her lips.


“Come on,” Yutaro chided her. “Calm down.”


Machiko glared at her husband, then silently dropped her eyes. She was breathing so hard that her shoulders were heaving.


“You’re quite right, Mrs. Namiki.” Kusanagi did his best to sound conciliatory. “The circumstances suggest with a high level of possibility that Saori was the victim of some sort of crime. That’s why I would like to ask you whether you noticed anything unusual before your daughter went missing. Did she get any strange phone calls? Did you see anyone suspicious hanging around the house?”


The couple looked at each other. Yutaro then turned to Kusanagi and tilted his head to one side.


“The police asked us the same questions when she went missing. Nothing came to mind then, either. We saw no sign of her associating with bad people; she seemed to be living a completely normal, ordinary life… .”


“Did she have a boyfriend?”


Machiko frowned thoughtfully, then looked over at Natsumi, who was sitting beside her.


“My sister asked me to keep it a secret,” began Natsumi, speaking with reluctance, “but she was actually going out with one of the restaurant customers.


“His name was Tomoya Takagaki,” Natsumi said. “He was a little older than Saori, about five years, and he had some sort of an office job. Saori was convinced that our parents would disapprove of her dating a customer, so she didn’t tell anyone about it, except me.”


“Does he still come to the restaurant?”


“Oh, I don’t think he’s been here for about a year now. He used to pop in from time to time after Saori went missing.”
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