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Clang clang.


The sound was just as muffled as the bell that made it was old.


Reito paused his game and glanced at the corner of the smartphone’s screen. 22:05. He closed his game then slipped the phone into the folds of his samue, a set of traditional linen work clothes, and rolled his neck with a dry crackling pop. He’d been planning to play just a short while but had ended up sucked in for more than twenty minutes.


Turned out mobile games were scary addictive.


He got to his feet and pulled open a crack in the curtain on the window beside him to see a well-built man in a jacket illuminated by the dim light from a stone lantern. He was probably in his late fifties or thereabouts and had close-cropped hair and stern features.


Reito put his trainers on in the bare concrete entryway, picked up the small paper bag he’d set there in preparation, then opened the sliding door and stepped out of the shrine office building.


A look of surprise flashed across the man’s face when he saw Reito.


‘Toshiaki Saji?’ asked Reito.


‘Yeah . . .’


Reito bowed. ‘Thank you for waiting.’


Toshiaki looked Reito up and down. ‘Are you new?’


‘Yes. My name is Reito Naoi. I started last month as the new keeper of the camphor tree.’


‘Ms Yanagisawa mentioned you. You’re related?’


‘She’s my aunt.’


‘Huh. Sorry, what was your name again?’


‘Naoi. Reito Naoi.’


‘Reito? I’ll make sure to remember this time.’


Toshiaki looked at him with curiosity. He probably wanted to know how some kid like him ended up with this job. Reito didn’t mind telling him, but it was a long story.


‘This is your candle,’ said Reito, his tone composed. ‘It will burn for two hours. Will that be enough?’


‘That’s fine. It’ll last until around midnight, same as always.’


‘Do you have matches with you?’


‘Yeah, I’m all set.’


‘Please make sure you’re careful with the flame.’


‘I know. You lot remind me every single time.’


‘I’m sorry. Please watch your step as you go, and it is my utmost hope that your will reaches the camphor tree.’ Getting that line out had initially made him feel like he was going to bite his tongue in the process, but he could say it smoothly now.


‘Thanks,’ said Toshiaki. He switched on his torch then turned away from Reito and slowly walked towards the thicket on the right-hand side of the shrine’s grounds. It was too dark for Reito to see from where he was, but he knew Toshiaki would come to the signpost that said To Camphor Tree. Behind that was a narrow path through the vegetation.


Reito returned to the office, picked up a torch and a folding chair that was hanging on the wall, then went back out where he set up the chair in front of the entrance to the narrow path.


Just as he was about to sit down, he caught movement from the corner of his eye. His head snapped around and he stared in that direction to see something grey moving through the bushes on the edge of the shrine grounds. It was far too big to be a stray cat or something. It was clearly a human form. He caught glimpses of light moving along with the grey shadow and guessed whoever it was must be using a penlight or something to light the ground.


Who in the world was here at a time like this? It couldn’t be a burglar. There wasn’t anything of value in the shrine. And it was only sort of a shrine anyway. It didn’t even have a donations box.


Without turning on his torch, Reito crept quietly towards the figure. Whoever it was stopped and seemed to be looking towards the direction Toshiaki had disappeared in, towards the camphor tree. They were slim built, wearing a light-ish coloured hoodie, and seemed to pay no attention to what was behind them as Reito approached.


‘Can I help you?’ he called as he hit the switch on his torch.


The figure squeaked and stiffened then slowly turned to face him. It was a young woman, her impactful eyes wide in her petite face. She put her hand up to shield her eyes from the light of Reito’s torch.


‘Who are you?’ asked Reito as he lowered the torch a little. ‘What are you doing here?’


She took in a quick breath as if to say something, but nothing came out.


‘Do you know Mr Saji somehow?’


She froze stock still.


‘You can’t go beyond this point without permission right now. If you want to commune with the tree, you need to book in ad—’


He got that far before she turned and practically bolted away, using her phone to light the ground. That’s what she’d been using instead of a torch.


This was obviously suspicious behaviour, but chasing after her and questioning her seemed a bit overboard to Reito. And the fact that she was a young woman meant things could get complicated if it turned into a whole big thing.


Reito went back and sat on his folding chair, pulled his phone out, and started a sci-fi movie. He looked up from the screen every once in a while to scan the shrine grounds, but there were no signs of any other suspicious intruders. The girl must have left.


Not long before midnight, Toshiaki appeared from the thicket. Reito stood and approached him.


‘I’m done,’ said Toshiaki. ‘I’m booked in for tomorrow too. See you then.’


‘That’s right. Be careful on the road home.’ Reito debated if he should tell him about the young woman from earlier but decided not to, and Toshiaki left after saying good night.


Using his torch to light his footing, Reito walked into the thicket down the path. It was so narrow at some parts that two people would only just be able to squeeze past each other.


The shrubs gave way to an opening where a beast appeared.


That was the camphor tree. Its trunk was so massive it had to be five metres in diameter, and the tree itself stood taller than ten, with thick branches undulating overhead like entwined snakes. Reito had been struck speechless the first time he’d seen it.


Its thick roots dug powerfully into the dirt in complex knots, and Reito was careful not to trip on them as he walked anticlockwise around the tree to an opening in the side of its trunk. It was large enough that an adult could easily enter so long as they watched their head.


Reito took a cautious step into the cave-like space. It was about ten square metres, with an indent in the wall forming a shelf about fifty centimetres wide. It didn’t look to be natural. Someone had carved it, but no one knew who.


On the shelf there was a candle holder, which Reito had set there before Toshiaki arrived. It held a candle that was burned down to about only a centimetre, and the flame had been put out. In front of the candle holder was a white envelope with the words ‘Candle fee’ on it. Reito looked inside and found one banknote for 10,000 yen.


He still thought it crazy people gave him 10,000 yen for something like this, but maybe that’s how valuable it was for them. Everyone had their own ideas of what was worth what, after all.


He slipped the envelope in his pocket, gathered up the candle holder, then double checked there was nothing out of the ordinary before going outside. As he did, he glanced up into the sky and saw a round moon. It was a bit closer to perfectly circular than it had been last night. The next day would be a full moon.


He then returned to the shrine office and tidied up. Once things were in a semblance of order, he glanced at the minifridge but resisted the urge to get out one of the cans of chilled chūhai, a highball made with shōchū liquor. He had to be up early tomorrow.


After brushing his teeth and washing his face at the small sink in the living area, he flicked off the lights and crawled into his futon. The long day was finally over, and he felt like he’d fall asleep the moment he closed his eyes.


As his thoughts grew more disjointed and distant, a simple question came to mind: was this really real? He wasn’t going to wake up next morning in a completely different place, was he? He had been in a completely different place only a month ago, after all. It had been far less comfortable sleeping there than here, as you’d expect of a jail cell.
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The crimes were trespassing on a domicile, damaging property and attempted theft.


Reito had snuck into the warehouse for Toyoda Machinery, a recycling and repair company that handled used industrial equipment. He actually used to work there for about a year but had quit two months before. ‘Was made to quit’ would be more accurate, because he’d let a customer know the EDM machine they were about to buy had a defect. The customer mentioned it to the company’s president who was forced to give them a discount to compensate. What Reito hadn’t anticipated was that the customer then just straight up told the president one of the employees had told them about the defect. The president was furious and fired Reito that day.


Reito had argued back. ‘I don’t see what’s wrong with being honest with the customer about what we’re selling. It’s despicable not telling the customer about a defect you know about. I just wanted to make a sale the honest way.’


But Mr Toyoi, the president, snarled and glared at him. ‘Cut the crap. Honest way? You think I don’t know you got paid for being a snitch?’


That shut him up. It was exactly what had happened.


‘You’re done here. Get out of my sight,’ growled Toyoi.


Reito clucked his tongue. ‘Fine, then give me my redundancy pay.’


‘What did you say?’


‘I have a right to a redundancy payment, yeah? And my backpay. I’ll take you to court if you refuse.’


‘Don’t be stupid. Like hell I’m paying a moron like you. You couldn’t even do your job properly. Be grateful I employed you and let you live in the dorms. I’m the one who should be demanding compensation, for fuck’s sake. You got a problem with that? Then take me on in court or right here right now.’


Toyoi then came at him, shouting and swinging a spanner, so Reito ran from the building.


And that’s how he lost his job. He had to leave the company dorm room he’d had, though that was nothing more than a fifteen-metre-square one-room flat. Seeing as he had no savings, he very quickly found himself on hard times. He managed to scrape by with the money he got from short-term jobs his friends hooked him up with and spent nights sleeping at internet cafés, but he was stretching his budget just paying his mobile bill and he definitely wasn’t eating any real food.


Just as he was legitimately starting to panic from the idea of dying on the side of the road, he heard something from one of his former coworkers at Toyoda Machinery. Apparently, Toyoda had recently acquired some equipment from a manufacturing plant that had shut down. One of the machines was this thing called a laser distance sensor, which when new sold for a minimum of two million yen. Toyoda had bought it off the widow of the former plant’s manager, and she had no idea how to price used equipment. Basically, she was just happy someone was buying it and getting it out of her hair. The president, Toyoi, got the thing for a mere 20,000 yen.


‘He told her it was damaged or something, just lied so he could buy it off her. You know, the same sort of greedy shit he always does,’ Reito’s coworker said with spite and a scowl.


Apparently, this laser distance-sensor thing was small enough one person could carry it and, despite what Toyoi said, it wasn’t damaged, meaning you could take it as it was straight to a manufacturing plant that needed it, and they’d shell out more than a million yen for it.


Reito thought that sounded like the perfect substitute for the redundancy pay he never got.


He’d actually considered sneaking into Toyoda Machinery several times before. He was perfectly aware it wasn’t acceptable to take other people’s belongings, but he also thought that maybe it’d be okay in this one instance considering this was Toyoda Machinery they were talking about. This laser distance-sensor incident was just the latest in a series of scam sales tactics the company used. Even the name was shady. The president’s surname was Toyoi, so shouldn’t it be Toyoi Machinery? He probably went with Toyoda to give some illusion that the company was somehow connected to Toyota in the hopes it’d make him money. Reito felt no guilt when it came to doing something to a company owned by someone who was basically a fraudster. And he’d been wrongfully dismissed anyway. If Toyoi wasn’t going to give him what he should rightfully get, he’d just acquire it himself.


The problem had been that there was no guarantee he could find something valuable even if he did sneak into the company. The safe in the office was locked, and there might not be any cash inside even if Reito managed to open it. The most valuable things on the property were the machinery units kept in storage, but each of those weighed several tons. He couldn’t exactly steal one of those by himself. But things were different now. The warehouse currently held this laser distance sensor, a piece of equipment Reito could carry on his own and sell for over a million yen even if he accepted a low offer.


If he was going to do it, he needed to move fast. The sensor would be out of reach if Toyoi managed to flip it soon.


Which was why he put his plan into action the following Saturday. A whole year of working there meant he knew where the CCTV cameras were, and the security there was pretty half-assed anyway. Reito’s former coworker had told him where the sensor was, so he was in and out of there with the thing in no time.


But something unexpected happened when he was leaving. He’d entered the building using a duplicate key his former coworker lent him but he wanted to make it look like the thief had gone in through a window. He smashed the window with a hammer, and that’s the moment the alarm sounded. Reito hadn’t thought someone as stingy as Toyoi would bother setting up a burglar alarm, but there it was with its ear-splitting ring, and he rushed away on his bicycle. In his hurry, the sensor that had been strapped to his bike fell off, and he didn’t have time to stop and pick it back up.


The night was a complete waste, but Reito at least felt safe in the knowledge it was incredibly unlikely they’d catch him. He’d worn gloves and was confident he’d avoided the CCTV. But the next morning when he stepped out of the internet café where he’d made his roost, he was surrounded by police who asked him to voluntarily accompany them back to the station.


He caved when they told him his former coworker had confessed. Deciding there was no point in lying about it, he told the whole truth there in the interrogation room. He fervently told them about how he was forced to quit for a ridiculous reason and how Toyoi had refused to give him his redundancy pay or even the wages he was owed, and that was why he’d held such a grudge against him this whole time.


The officer questioning him did seem a little sympathetic to his situation, but not enough to go easy on him in the statement document they drew up for him. In short order, his case was submitted to the prosecutor, and he awaited his charges.


It was dawning on him that there was no way out of this; he was going to prison. But maybe this was actually a good thing since it wasn’t like he had anywhere to live anyway. And it was while he was thinking this that someone who claimed to be his solicitor met him in the visitation room. Apparently, Reito’s grandmother had hired him.


Reito did have a grandmother. Her name was Fumi. Just before the police had carted him off, he’d called her and quickly told her he was probably going to be arrested. She was his only remaining family, and he’d lived with her until he’d finished school. Reito had called her only because he thought she’d worry if she was suddenly unable to get hold of him, but he never dreamed she was going to save him from this predicament. She was a seventy-eight-year-old lady scraping by a meagre lifestyle in her rundown detached house in Edogawa, east of central Tokyo. Not only was she crazy naive, she was so trusting she’d get full-on duped if she ever got targeted by one of those bank-transfer fraud groups. She’d flown into a panic the moment Reito mentioned arrest to her on the phone. He really wouldn’t have thought his grandmother had the knowledge or connections to get a solicitor like the man who now sat on the other side of the acrylic window in the visitation room.


He wore black-framed glasses on his narrow face. His white hair made Reito think he was fairly old, but it was hard to guess his actual age. The slight sheen of the material of his suit told Reito it was pretty high-end.


‘I take it you’re Reito Naoi?’ he said as he stood and took a step closer.


‘Yeah . . .’


‘It’s a pleasure to meet you,’ he said and showed his business card. Beneath his title, solicitor, was his name, Yoshinori Iwamoto.


‘Did my grandma hire you?’


Yoshinori sat back down on his folding chair. ‘That is what I said. I decided it would cause less confusion that way.’


‘Who really hired you?”


‘That information is confidential,’ he said as he crossed his legs. ‘You are not allowed to know that, as agreed with my client. I, at the very least, can’t reveal that information.’


Reito’s brow furrowed. ‘What is that supposed to mean?’


‘It’s what my client wants, and a solicitor must do as their client wishes. I’m sure you’ll find out some day, but, until then, it remains a secret.’


Who in the world hired this solicitor? Reito’s mind raced as the faces of everyone he knew flashed in his head, but none of them seemed like they’d do something like this.


‘My client asked me to deliver a message,’ said Yoshinori as he opened his notebook. ‘Are you listening? I’ll read it out: “To Mr Reito Naoi, should you wish to remain a free man, I suggest you do as Mr Iwamoto instructs. He will be able to handle everything. Then, when you are released, you must come to see me immediately. I have a job for you. If you take it on, I will cover all your legal fees.” ’ Yoshinori looked up from the notebook. ‘There you have it, the message from my client.’


Reito’s hands clenched into fists in his lap. ‘What is it? This job or whatever they want to give me?’


‘I don’t know,’ said Yoshinori curtly. ‘I simply delivered the message. What will you do? Will you let me take care of this? If so, I will do everything needed to have you released, just as the message says.’


Reito was confused and uncertain what to do. This smelled fishy, no matter how much he considered it. It was strange enough that this client of his was being kept secret, but being asked to do some sort of job in exchange for this person paying his legal fees sounded potentially dangerous.


But what would happen to him if he didn’t agree? If they brought charges against him, he was going to be found guilty, there were no two ways about it, and there was no guarantee they’d just give him probation. If he was going to prison, for how many years?


And what was this job he was supposed to do? Was it criminal? If they, like, told him to kill somebody, what would he do? Wouldn’t do him much good to have his burglary charges dropped only to end up with murder charges.


The solicitor asked him again what he would do and added, ‘If possible, I would like an answer soon.’


‘Uh.’ Reito scratched his temple. ‘How much would it cost for me to hire you directly?’


Yoshinori’s chin raised. ‘You mean you intend to pay my fees yourself without the help of my client?’


‘I thought maybe it was an option.’


‘It’s not.’


‘It’s not?’


‘No. I have the right to turn down potential clients and I have no intention of taking on a client who, in all likelihood, will never pay me.’


Well, Reito hadn’t seen that coming. Though he probably would have said the same thing if he were in Yoshinori’s shoes.


‘Would you mind making a decision? I’m a rather busy man,’ said Yoshinori.


‘Do you have a coin?’


‘A coin?’


‘Any coin. Ten yen, a hundred yen. I mean, even a one-yen coin would work.’


Yoshinori took a leather wallet from his pocket, peered in the section for coins, and plucked out a 100-yen coin. ‘Will this do?’


‘Toss it in the air.’ Reito mimed a throwing motion. ‘And then catch it with both hands like this.’ He clasped his hands together with the right hand at the bottom.


‘I see. You’re flipping a coin?’


‘It’s what I do whenever I can’t make a decision.’


‘And what percentage has it worked out for you in the past?’


Reito cocked his head. ‘Probably about fifty good, fifty bad.’


Iwamoto let out a soundless laugh. ‘What mathematically accurate results.’


‘Anyway, I give in. I figure maybe this is fate or something.’


‘I see.’


‘So, if you don’t mind . . .’


‘Of course.’


Yoshinori threw the coin in the air and caught it with both his hands, his left laid atop his right.


Reito stared at the solicitor’s hands wondering which to call. They were unblemished hands, the sort that never saw a day’s hard labour.


After a breathless moment, he said, ‘Heads I do it.’


Yoshinori slowly opened his hands then showed Reito his right hand, revealing the large 100 number engraved on the coin.


‘I called it. It’s heads.’ Reito snapped his fingers. ‘That decides it. I’ll do whatever you say, Mr Iwamoto. I’m in your hands.’ He stood and bowed to the solicitor.


Yoshinori nodded and slid one hand inside his suit jacket to pull out his mobile phone. After a quick few taps on the screen, he brought it to his ear to make a phone call. ‘Hello, this is Iwamoto. Yes. I’m with the suspect now. Yes, I’ve told him. He’s accepted the conditions and would like me to handle his case. Understood.’


Once he’d finished his phone call, he looked at Reito and leaned in before saying, ‘I just updated my client on the situation. We have a deal. I’m about to begin the necessary preparations for your release. Once I do, there will be no going back. I presume that’s all right?’


‘Of course,’ said Reito. ‘A man doesn’t go back on his word.’


‘Very well. However, there is one thing I feel I should tell you.’ Yoshinori showed Reito the side of the 100-yen coin that had come up in the coin toss. ‘What do you see there beneath the one hundred?’


Reito leaned into the barrier and squinted at the coin. ‘The year. 2018.’


‘Remember this: in Japan, the year is engraved on the tails side of the coin.’


Reito was still in a state of disbelief when he was released shortly after. They pulled him out of the holding cell, gave him his backpack – which contained all his worldly possessions including his smartphone – then set him free after he signed several documents. Not a single officer so much as glanced in his direction as he walked down the hall and out of the station. He felt like he was being spirited away by a mystical fox like in the legends.


Yoshinori approached him once he exited the station. ‘Congratulations on your freedom.’


‘That was crazy,’ said Reito. ‘I didn’t think you’d get me out that fast. What sort of shady trick did you use to pull this off?’


‘I’ll explain in the car. Shall we go?’ Yoshinori turned and walked towards the car park.


‘Go where?’


‘You’ll see if you come along.’


There was a large saloon parked there, though Reito wasn’t sure of the make or model. It looked like some fancy foreign car. The doors unlocked just by Yoshinori touching them.


‘I didn’t use any shady tricks,’ said Yoshinori as they pulled away. ‘I simply settled the matter with the victim.’


‘You mean that stingy president of Toyoda Machinery? I find that hard to believe.’


‘He was open to negotiations because he’s the kind of person in need of money. You spending several years in prison doesn’t benefit him in any way. It’s normal for someone like him to decide it would be more profitable to respond to a deal.’


Reito turned to look at Yoshinori in the driver’s seat. ‘Wait, you mean you paid him off?’


‘Of course.’


‘How much?’


‘You really want to know?’


‘I’m curious.’


With his eyes still on the road ahead, Yoshinori tilted his nose up and said, ‘When you fled the scene, you dropped the laser distance sensor you stole, yes? The equipment was damaged in the process, and repairs for it were no less than five hundred thousand yen. The settlement payment included that amount.’


‘So, just the repair fees were five hundred thousand?’


‘I don’t mind telling you the full amount if you still want to know.’


‘Uh, no, never mind. Let’s not.’


The car steadily slowed about thirty minutes after departing the police station, and they pulled into the porte-cochère of a high-end hotel.


‘Here we are,’ said Yoshinori.


‘Uh, here?’


Yoshinori stopped the car in front of the main entrance, but didn’t bother to turn off the engine, then pulled a slip of memo paper from the inside pocket of his suit jacket. ‘My client has asked that you go to this room.’


Reito took the paper. Someone had written the number 1916 on it. ‘Are you coming with me?’


‘This is as far as my client has requested my services. The rest is up to you.’


‘Okay . . .’ Reito unclipped his seatbelt, pulled his backpack from the floor into his arm, opened the door, and put one foot out.


‘After I finished negotiations with Mr Toyoi,’ said Yoshinori, ‘he said that there are some defective machines that keep breaking no matter how many times you repair them. He said you were the same, inherently defective. He said you would someday do something even worse and end up in prison.’


Reito’s jaw clenched. He had no idea what to say back to that.


‘I wonder if he’s right,’ said Yoshinori. ‘Do try to live the rest of your life in a way that proves his prediction wrong.’


Reito looked into Yoshinori’s eyes. ‘How do I do that?’


‘I think the answer to that question may be waiting for you in that room.’ He gestured towards the slip of paper in Reito’s hands. ‘I do have one piece of advice, however. The next time you’re faced with an important decision, use your head. Clarify what it is you want and base your decision on that. Don’t rely on a coin toss.’ Behind his glasses, there was a firm, cool gleam in his eyes.


A slight, sharp pain flashed through Reito’s heart, and he had to breathe in and out a few times before managing to say, ‘I’ll remember that.’


He got out of the car and closed the door then bowed low to Yoshinori. Yoshinori nodded once then pulled away. Reito watched the car drive away, then turned back towards the hotel, pulling his backpack on and clenching the paper in his fist as he took a slow step towards it.


This was his first time setting foot in such a fancy hotel. Every single member of the crowd bustling back and forth in the entrance hall looked well dressed, making him stand out in his T-shirt, jeans and jacket. He hadn’t changed since before he’d been arrested. He worried they would grab him and kick him out for smelling and looking seedy.


A hotel employee in a hat approached him. Reito tensed. They had noticed him. But then the young man simply said, ‘Are you staying with us? Shall I take your luggage?’


‘Uh, no, I’m not staying,’ Reito said quickly.


‘I’m sorry to bother you then.’ The man gave him a friendly smile, then bowed and left.


Reito went to the elevator without anyone stopping him. He pressed the button with the assumption room 1916 was on the nineteenth floor, then took several deep breaths as the elevator took him up. Who was this client waiting for him in such a strange place? What in the world could they want him to do?


The elevator came to floor nineteen, and he walked down a hall flanked by rooms, clearing his throat in nervousness twice as he did. The floor must have been made from good materials because his steps made no sound.


At long last, he came to room 1916. The dark-brown door looked like a portal to an entirely different world. He gulped, then pressed the doorbell button on the side.


After several seconds, the lock opened with a clunk and the door slowly opened. Reito held his breath.


There was a woman on the other side of the door, perhaps in her early sixties, though somewhat tall for someone of her age. She wore a grey coat over a white blouse, and her chestnut-brown hair was cut in a short bob.


Reito had a vague feeling he’d met this woman before but couldn’t remember where. Her slightly angled, sharp eyes stared into his face, hitting him with an inexplicable intensity that left him speechless, nearly sending him stumbling back.


‘Come in,’ she said in a somewhat husky voice. Her tone was gentle, though, and that, along with the slight smile on her lips, made Reito feel ever so slightly more at ease.


He stepped hesitantly into the room to find a reception area with leather sofas and a table polished until it gleamed. There wasn’t a bed. There was another door leading off this room, though, so the bedroom was probably next door.


‘Take a seat,’ the woman said, gesturing towards one of the sofas. Reito set his backpack on the floor and sat. She took a seat as well, then studied him intensely. ‘It seems you don’t remember me.’


So, they had met somewhere before. He scratched his head. ‘Where did we meet again?’


The woman held up two fingers. ‘We’ve met twice before, though the first time was shortly after you were born. The second time was fifteen years ago. You were still in primary school, so I can understand why you wouldn’t remember me.’


Reito searched his memories but couldn’t find anything about her.


She took a business card from her handbag and passed it to him. ‘Perhaps this surname will give you a hint.’


He took it and read: Yanattsu Corporation, Chifune Yanagisawa, Advisor.


‘Yanagisawa . . . No, I don’t think I’ve heard it before . . .’ he said.


‘No? I suppose not.’


‘Um.’ Reito looked between the woman and the business card. ‘Yanagisawa, that’s, you, uh, ma’am?’


‘Ma’am?’ Her eyebrow twitched.


He really had no idea how to address her and he’d never called anyone ‘ma’am’ in his life.


The woman smiled wryly and chuckled. ‘There’s nothing wrong with “ma’am”. I’m certainly old enough to be called ma’am. But yes, that is my name. Chifune Yanagisawa.’


Reito murmured the name Chifune to himself. It wasn’t a common name but it was nice. It had a sort of classy feel you didn’t get with the ridiculous kira-kira names common these days in Japan, which tried too hard to be special.


Chifune reached into her handbag again and this time brought out an envelope, which she set on the table in front of Reito. ‘Look inside.’


‘What is it?’ he asked.


‘You’ll see if you look inside.’


He reached for the envelope. Inside it was a single, old photograph of four people. A tall, older man stood in the back. In front of him was a primary-school-aged girl between two women. He realised something when he looked at the woman standing on the left. She was probably in her early twenties.


His eyes moved from the photo up to Chifune’s face.


‘Did you notice something?’ she asked.


‘This woman on the left, she’s you, isn’t she?’


She nodded. ‘Well spotted.’


‘Well, you haven’t changed much,’ he said honestly.


‘Thank you. I see you’re capable of flattery.’ He was perplexed by that statement. He was about to argue that he hadn’t meant it like that, but before he could she said, ‘And the woman on the right? Do you know who she is?’


He looked back at the photo. The woman on the right was wearing a kimono and was quite a bit older than Chifune was in the photo, but still probably only around her mid-thirties. She was pretty, with well-defined features, but it wasn’t until he really studied her face that he gasped.


‘You’ve realised who she is?’ asked Chifune.


‘That’s . . . my grandma.’


‘Yes, that’s Fumi.’


‘I thought so.’ He looked at the photo again. ‘Wow. I can’t believe how skinny she used to be.’ The image he had of her in his head was rather round. But the photo was from about forty years ago.


‘And what about the girl?’ asked Chifune.


He stared at the girl in the photo. She was probably in third year at school and wore a white blouse and navy skirt. Her hair was cut short, and she stared straight into the camera with defiant eyes.


His mind finally came to a woman with the same features as this girl. It was someone he knew well. ‘That’s . . . That’s my mum.’


‘That’s right. That’s Michie. The man standing behind her is your grandfather, Sōichi Naoi.’


‘My grandpa? Huh.’


Reito had no memories of his grandfather. He’d passed when Reito was still young, and his family hadn’t told him much about what sort of person he was. He’d actually never even known that the man’s given name was Sōichi before. He told Chifune that, and she told him the Chinese characters used to write the name, ‘faith’ and ‘one’.


‘Sōichi was my father,’ she said, and Reito let out a gasp of surprise.


‘Your father? Wait, what does that mean?’


‘It’s not some sort of metaphor or joke. It means exactly what it sounds like. Sōichi was married to my mother for a time, and they had me. His surname at the time was Yanagisawa. He took my mother’s name and entered her family. He kept it for some time even after my mother passed away from illness, but he eventually fell in love with one of his students and remarried. Did you know he was a secondary school Japanese teacher?’


‘No, I didn’t know. Huh, he was a schoolteacher?’ None of this felt like it was actually connected to him, and it wasn’t until he went back over what Chifune said in his mind that the shock hit him. ‘Wait, he fell in love with one of his students and remarried? You mean that was my grandma?’


‘That’s right. There was a twenty-two-year age difference between them.’


Reito looked at the image of Fumi in the photo. ‘Go, Grandma.’


‘When he married Fumi, Sōichi changed his surname back to Naoi.’


‘Which means . . .’ Reito pulled in a long breath as he examined Chifune’s face again.


She nodded, a soft smile on her face, her back straight and head held high. ‘I am your mother’s older sister. Half-sister, specifically. So, you were uncertain how to address me earlier, right? “Aunt” would be appropriate, I think.’


Reito let out the breath he’d been holding, set the photo on the table, and sorted this whole story out in his mind. ‘Mum never told me any of this.’


Chifune’s expression cooled, and she gave several quick nods. ‘I thought she might not. If you asked what our relationship was like, I’d be forced to admit it wasn’t like a normal sibling relationship. We never even lived together, for one.’


Reito frowned. ‘Why not?’


‘It’s a long story, and I’ll explain the circumstances surrounding that over time. For now, I’d just like you to believe me that I am your aunt. If you don’t, you’re welcome to go to the town hall where you can look into the family registry of Michie and Sōichi as much as you like.’


Something about her resolute attitude was enough for Reito to know she wasn’t lying. And besides, he could easily find out if she was, just like she said.


‘I trust you when you say you’re my aunt,’ he said. ‘What I don’t get is why you showed up and are telling me all this now.’


Chifune’s eyebrows raised like he’d said something unexpected. ‘Why? Because of you, of course.’


‘Me?’


‘Fumi contacted me and said her grandson had been arrested.’


‘Why did Grandma contact you?’


‘We have an agreement. The rule is that I, the head of the Yanagisawa family, am informed whenever a relative has done something inappropriate that may damage the family’s reputation. Fumi followed that rule. Once she contacted me, I consulted with a solicitor I know and asked him to look into the situation. Mr Iwamoto is a good friend from school. He said it shouldn’t be difficult to settle the matter. Fumi also told me about you. It seems your current lifestyle is hardly commendable.’


Reito half wanted to tell her she shouldn’t have stuck her nose in his business so much, but she was the person who had given him his freedom back, so he stayed quiet.


‘And then I had an idea,’ Chifune continued. ‘I presume Mr Iwamoto delivered my message to you?’


Reito tipped his chin up slightly in confrontation. ‘He said you’d pay all his fees if I did what you said when I was freed.’


‘And you accepted the deal. You’re free. Is it safe to assume you haven’t changed your mind? If you have, we could always have you pay the fees yourself in exchange for breaking your promise.’


He shrugged and spread his hands. ‘I’m fully aware of that option, but it’s not like I can pay him. Thing is, you already know I don’t have much going for me and basically what I can do.’


Her eyes narrowed as her expression grew cold. ‘I heard your work history. You didn’t go to university after finishing school, did you?’


‘I couldn’t. Didn’t have the money.’


‘Anything is possible if you have the drive, but we’ll leave that be. What are your dreams for the future?’


‘My dreams?’


‘Or your hopes. What do you want to be? To do? How do you want to live your life? Have you thought about this at all?’


‘My hopes . . .’ He looked away and scratched the back of his neck. ‘There’s nothing specific. I guess so long as I can survive, I don’t really mind how.’


Chifune let out a sharp breath and nodded as if it was all making sense. ‘If that’s the case, then I believe you have no real option other than to do as I say. Besides, no one else can do what I need you to do.’


‘Only I can do it? What is this job anyway?’


She solemnly drew herself up. After a deep breath that made her chest rise and fall, she said, ‘I would like you to become the keeper of the camphor tree.’
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It was sunny again the next morning. Reito woke at six, had a light breakfast, then went to clean the shrine grounds. He picked up his bamboo broom and dustpan and looked out of the shrine office window with a sigh. The ground was covered in leaves, just like the day before. If it was already like this in early autumn, what was it going to be like when winter was nearly here? Just the thought made him tired.


The shrine grounds weren’t that big, but no matter how much he swept the leaves away, the wind just brought more along. He was hit by the pointlessness of this useless task but remembered Chifune had told him that in the beginning the majority of the work he’d be doing during the day was cleaning and tidying.


The day after he was released and met Chifune in that hotel room, she had brought him here. They spent about an hour being jostled about on the train from Tokyo before arriving at a small station. They caught a bus outside the station and rode for ten minutes, but their final destination wasn’t even at the bus stop they disembarked at. They had to walk still further. And uphill. He wouldn’t quite have called it a mountain path, but it was enough of an incline you could get away with calling it a hiking route, and partway the path turned into steps made of railway sleepers.


When he got so worn out he wanted a break, Chifune scolded him for neglecting his fitness despite his youth.


‘This is a result of your lazy lifestyle. We’ll have none of that moaning now that you’re here. You’d better be ready to take this on.’


And then she walked off, her legs steady beneath her. He chased after her, grumbling to himself about this insane old lady.


They came to the top of the stairway where they found a worn torii gate, which led on to a flat area. This was Tsukisato Shrine, the grounds of which Reito was currently sweeping.


Chifune had told him no one knew the origin of the shrine.


‘There are no records about who built this shrine or for what purpose. All we know is that it has been maintained by the Yanagisawa family as it’s on our property. We have a head priest, his primary duties are at another shrine, but he’s head priest in name only. We don’t hold any Shinto rituals here.’


Within the grounds was a shrine hall. This was where the kami, the spirit or deity, would normally reside, but Chifune said that was superficial as well. And there was of course no donations box on the premises, which was where you’d insert your tithe before praying to the kami.


A short distance from the shrine hall was a small, hut-like building. That was sort of the shrine office, but they didn’t sell any protective charms or have a shrine stamp, which many shrines had for stamping people’s booklets for them to collect. Apparently, this shrine didn’t even have omikuji, the paper fortunes you could usually buy at shrines.


When Chifune led him inside the shrine office, he found a low table right in the middle, a desk against one wall, and a cabinet holding rows of binders. It connected on to an area that, while small, had been converted into a full-on living space with tatami-mat flooring. It even had a sink and a toilet. The air-conditioning unit was old, but it did work.


‘We call it the shrine office, but really it’s on-site housing for the shrine manager,’ she said as she looked around the room. ‘And the person who lives here manages more than just the shrine. In fact, it would be more accurate to say the shrine is secondary. Their most important duty is the camphor tree.’


She’d then led him into the hedges along the sides of the shrine grounds to the massive camphor tree. He was so awed by its majesty he couldn’t even express in words how it made him feel. He just stood there.


Once it passed eight in the morning, a couple of people came by the shrine. Mostly older people from the area, possibly because the steep hill meant coming here was a slightly more challenging exercise than a simple walk. It might have been a point on a jogging course as well, because Reito sometimes saw people in Lycra gasping for breath as they stood in front of the shrine hall and prayed.


The tourists started coming once it hit ten o’clock, but this was a weekday, meaning the most he got were three or four an hour. They were, of course, all going to see the camphor tree. Most of them didn’t even glance at the shell of a shrine hall that wasn’t going to grant them any divine favours and instead went straight down the narrow path through the bushes. Unlike at night, during the day anyone was welcome to walk down there. That was the only area where he had to be wary of misbehaving visitors, so he would regularly do a round there in between cleaning. Most of the time someone just asked him to take a photo of them. Chifune had told him to be friendly and fulfil those requests. It was apparently another part of the job.


Shortly before noon, Reito was sweeping in front of the shrine hall when he was approached by a young woman wearing round green glasses. Her thick hoodie and jeans were suitable for a hike in the mountains, and there were two other women the same age and dressed the same, standing a short distance off. Reito had noticed the three of them enter the shrine grounds about ten minutes before.


‘Is there a set way of praying?’ asked the woman.


‘Of praying?’ said Reito.


‘At the camphor tree.’ She pointed into the bushes.


Reito nodded in understanding. ‘There’s a hollow inside that you can enter if you walk around the tree. Feel free to take turns going in one at a time.’


‘And then how do we pray?’


Reito shrugged. ‘I don’t think there’s any specific way to pray.’


‘Oh . . .’ She blinked.


‘Everyone just prays however they want to.’


‘Just . . . however they want to?’ Her eyebrows drew together doubtfully.


‘Yep,’ Reito said as he went back to sweeping.


The woman rejoined the other two, and Reito could hear their disappointed reactions when she explained there didn’t seem to be a set method for praying. Reito did feel bad they felt let down, but it wasn’t like it was his fault. He just went back to work.


People asked him that basically every day. They heard if you prayed at the camphor tree, your wish would come true, so, how exactly do you go about that? Everyone asked the question a bit differently, but the meaning always boiled down to that. There was even one woman who misunderstood the nature of the shrine and asked Reito how much it would cost to make a wish.


Chifune had said she didn’t know when the legend started, but it was said your wish would shortly come true if you wished on the camphor tree at Tsukisato Shrine. There had been a time when only the locals knew of the story, but the spread of the internet led to widespread belief that this was a power spot. That was why there were so many visitors on weekends despite it being in a backwater village with no significant sightseeing appeal.


‘The more visitors the shrine has, the more likely we are to get weird ones,’ Chifune had said. ‘A good example is the graffiti. It was a real nuisance when a rumour spread that your wish comes true if you write it on the camphor tree’s trunk. Look away for two seconds and there would be graffiti all over the tree. Posters and signposts warning visitors not to had no effect. It got so bad I had to temporarily hire a guard. Writing we can remove is one thing, but the worst were the ones who tried to engrave something with a knife. Luckily, we always managed to stop them before they could, and those people we handed over to the police.’


That was why they needed someone on site at all times.


‘I’d asked a retired friend to keep an eye on things during the day, but it was physically demanding on him, and he quit about three months ago. I had no other choice but to take over myself, but I’m old and my body wouldn’t last long if I continued managing the shrine both day and night. I heard about you just as I was thinking I needed to look for someone to take my place.’


That was what Chifune had said in the very beginning, so Reito understood that he would be taking on this role, and that much he was fine with. What he had questions about was that Chifune said this friend of hers had been handling things during the day, but then after that, Chifune was working both day and night. When Reito asked about that, Chifune nodded vigorously as if he’d brought up exactly what she needed to talk about.


‘That is actually the most important part of this. You are not just going to be managing the shrine. In fact, that’s secondary. What I want you to take on is the work I do at night. That’s the true role of the keeper of the camphor tree.’


Reito finished sweeping the shrine hall and was about to head back to the shrine office when he stopped. There was a young woman with large eyes in a petite face standing by the stone lanterns. He had no doubt she was the one from last night. The hoodie he’d thought was white-ish last night was in fact a pale pink.


She approached him with a slightly nervous expression. ‘You’re the one in charge of the shrine, aren’t you?’


He thought that over for a second. He’d never thought of himself as in charge of it, but hearing it made him realise there really was no other way to describe him.


‘I am . . . Do you need something?’ he said.


‘A man came here late last night.’


‘Yeah, he did.’ He figured she was talking about Toshiaki and decided there was no point in hiding it but didn’t give any more information.


‘What was he doing here?’


‘Uh . . .’ He looked back towards where the camphor tree was then faced the girl again. ‘I’m pretty sure he was communing with the tree.’


Her brow furrowed. ‘At that time of night?’


‘I’m pretty sure I mentioned it last night, but people sometimes commune at night, too. You have to make a reservation though.’


‘How’s it any different from praying during the day?’


‘I . . . don’t actually know.’


The creases in her forehead deepened. ‘I thought you were in charge here?’


‘Well, yeah, but I’ve only had the job for a month. Guess you could say I’m still in training.’


She looked at his samue with suspicion then said, ‘What was he praying for anyway?’


‘What was who praying for?’


‘The guy from last night, obviously.’


‘You mean Mr Saji?’


She nodded sourly.


‘I don’t know,’ Reito said. ‘People can pray for whatever they want.’ With that, Reito took another good look at the young woman. ‘Who are you anyway? Do you know him somehow?’


She looked away and took in a long breath like she was debating whether or not to answer. Reito had a feeling this was going to be a pain in the rear. Deciding it would be better not to get involved, he gave her a slight bow and went to leave.


‘His daughter,’ she said. ‘I’m . . . his daughter.’


Reito blinked then examined her face. She looked straight back at him. She was fairly pretty, if a bit intense.


‘You don’t really look like him,’ said Reito, deciding to go the direct route.


She pulled a wallet from her jeans pocket, then took out a card before stepping closer to Reito and showing it to him. It looked like some sort of membership card and had the name Yūmi Saji on it.


‘So, that’s you? Yūmi Saji?’ he asked.


She nodded. ‘Do you trust me now?’


‘Well, I guess so.’


‘So then tell my what my dad was doing here.’


‘I already told you. Communing.’ He scowled and dropped his polite, customer-facing tone. It was too much of a hassle keeping it up.


‘What was he praying for?’


‘I don’t know. All I do is set things up. I’m not allowed to talk about what they’re wishing for or whatever. If you want to know so bad, why don’t you just ask him yourself?’


This girl who claimed to be Yūmi Saji looked for a moment like she was going to say something back to that but then bit her lip in frustration, spun on her heel, and walked off. To Reito, it looked like the tension in her slight frame was trying to tell him that if she could ask him directly, she wouldn’t be going to all this effort.
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The bell clanged at approximately the same time as it had the night before. Reito looked out the window to check it was Toshiaki Saji, then stepped out of the shrine office.


‘An incredible full moon,’ Toshiaki said as he looked into the sky.


Reito followed his gaze up. The white glow of the moon felt stronger than usual. He agreed it was an incredible sight.


‘I have a good feeling about tonight,’ Toshiaki said with a fierce grin.


‘That’s good.’ Had Yūmi said something? Reito wanted to ask but didn’t know how to go about it.


‘What’s wrong?’ Toshiaki asked with a questioning look.


‘It’s nothing.’ Reito shook his head and handed Toshiaki the paper bag holding a candle that would burn for two hours. ‘Everything is ready. It is my utmost hope that your will reaches the camphor tree.’


Toshiaki thanked him and took the bag before heading off towards the tree.


Reito watched him go then returned to the shrine office. Normally, he would wait outside for Toshiaki to return, but he was expecting something tonight. Instead, he stayed inside with the lights off, peering outside through a gap in the curtains.


It didn’t take long for Reito’s prediction to be proven true. There was minimal lighting in the shrine grounds, meaning the corners were nearly pitch black, but he caught sight of a moving shadow blending in with the darkness. In any normal situation he would have missed it, but he caught it because he’d been staring into the gloom the whole time.


Reito opened the door and stepped outside. He had a torch with him, but of course he didn’t turn it on.


The figure was moving towards the entrance to the path leading to the camphor tree. Reito was careful his footfalls made no sound as he hurried towards the figure. He had only been working there less than a month but as he spent every waking moment there he had a general idea of where everything was and could move without bumping into anything. It didn’t take him long to come up behind the figure.


Reito debated when he should say something. Considering his role as the keeper of the camphor tree, he should stop them immediately, but part of him was curious. He wanted to see where this was going. What were they going to do?


Reito exited the path into the clearing with the camphor tree. Without the other shrubbery to block the moonlight, the suspicious figure became clearly illuminated.


As he expected, it was Yūmi Saji. Rather than her pink hoodie from the previous night, she was wearing a dark jacket this time. Perhaps she was trying to avoid standing out as much as possible.


Yūmi circled around the camphor tree to the left, careful of where she stepped as the ground was dark despite the moonlight. Reito was only about two metres behind her, but she seemed so focused on her footing that she couldn’t spare any of her attention for what was behind her.


Reito was still wondering when he should say something when Yūmi stumbled over one of the tree roots snaking across the ground. She lost her balance and nearly fell backwards, but Reito rushed up to her and caught her in his arms. He could feel a tremor of surprise run through her body. Her head jerked around to look at him, and it was clear even in the darkness that her expression was contorted in shock and fear. The only thing that kept her from crying out might have been how utterly surprised she was.


Reito held a finger to his lips then looked towards the camphor tree and the light from the candle peeking out from the hollow in the trunk. It didn’t sound like Toshiaki was coming out. Perhaps he still hadn’t noticed them.


After helping Yūmi regain her footing, Reito looked into her eyes then slowly shook his head and firmly pointed back down the path they came with the intention of ordering her to go back.


She seemed to pick up on his meaning but didn’t immediately comply. Instead, she put her hands together in front of her face as if begging him to turn a blind eye to what she was doing.


Reito was uncertain what to do. There had to be something abnormal going on if Yūmi was tailing her own father, and at this time of night. And it didn’t seem like she wanted to interfere with Toshiaki’s prayers, only get a glimpse of exactly what he was doing. Reito’s personal feelings were that maybe it would be okay.


The problem was what happened if Toshiaki happened to catch her, at which point Toshiaki would probably go off on Reito for being a pointless keeper of the tree. He could handle that much, but things could get really bad if Toshiaki then went and told Chifune.


He was flipping back and forth on what to do when he heard it.


‘Hm-hm-hm-hmm, hmhah, hmm.’


A strange, toned voice was coming from inside the camphor tree.


He and Yūmi exchanged a look. Her eyes were wide and blinking and looked just as surprised as he felt.


As the two stood frozen, they heard it again.


‘Hmm, hm-hm-hm, hmhah.’


It was obviously Toshiaki’s voice, and he wasn’t reciting some sort of sutra or prayer. The sound in fact had a melody to it. So, basically, he was humming. Was he just humming while he prayed? Reito couldn’t imagine someone as stern looking as Toshiaki doing that.


Yūmi lowered her hands and turned towards the camphor tree. Reito grabbed her upper arm when he realised she was trying to get closer. She held her other hand in front of her face up in a begging gesture, then showed him her thumb and forefinger, held about two centimetres apart as if to say, ‘Just a little.’


‘Hmhah-hmm, hmm, hmm.’


There was the strange humming again, though Reito had no idea what song it was supposed to be.


He let go of her arm, and she seemed to take this as permission and crept closer to the opening in the tree’s trunk. Reito followed, praying she wouldn’t make a sound. His curiosity had won out against his sense of duty.


Yūmi stopped beside the entrance to the hollow and peered inside, while Reito stood behind her, craning his neck to see. He saw Toshiaki lit by candlelight. He seemed to be holding something, but Reito and Yūmi were approximately diagonally behind him and it was dark, so they couldn’t make out what it was. Likely not a smartphone since it wasn’t emitting any light.


‘Hmm-hmhah, hmhah-hmm . . .’


After finishing his humming, Toshiaki shook his head, and his shoulders heaved in a heavy sigh.


Reito tapped Yūmi’s shoulder in an attempt to signal the question, Is that good enough? She seemed to get the hint, because she moved away from the camphor tree.


They returned the way they came using Reito’s torch to light their path. Neither of them said anything.


Once they were back at the shrine’s grounds, Reito asked, ‘Are you satisfied now?’


She didn’t look satisfied as she vigorously shook her head. ‘Not one bit. What the hell was that? I’m even more confused than before. Is that what people do when they make wishes at night?’


‘I’ve never heard of anyone doing that. But it was also the first time I ever saw someone communing.’


‘What was that humming? It was creepy.’


‘I told you, I don’t know. And what about you? I told you, you can’t just go in there at night.’


She glared up at him. ‘You looked too.’


‘Well,’ he started, frustrated that he didn’t have anything to say to that. Instead, he cleared his throat to hide his pause and said, ‘What’s going on anyway? That’s the first thing I should be asking.’


‘Will you help me if I tell you?’


‘Depends on what it is.’


‘It’s kind of a long story.’


‘I figured it might be.’ He jerked his chin towards the shrine office. ‘It’s cold out here. Let’s go inside. We can have a mug of hot chocolate while we talk.’


‘Oh, I love hot chocolate.’ She clapped her hands together in excitement.


Reito didn’t miss the fact that her tone had turned much friendlier at some point along the way.


*


‘Ah, that’s nice. Really warms me up.’


After taking a sip of her hot chocolate, Yūmi held the handle of her mug in one hand while she cradled the other around it as if to warm her fingers while she began to tell the story.


Yūmi was the only child of a family that lived about a thirty-minute drive from the shrine. Her father took over his father’s building company, meaning that while she wasn’t sure if they would qualify as rich, she never remembered any time in which they didn’t have all the money they needed.


But there was a reason Yūmi emphasised they didn’t have financial problems. They had another heavy burden in the form of caring for Yūmi’s grandmother who lived with them.


‘It would have been one thing if she was just bedbound, but she has advanced dementia and yet was still really full of energy. It was hard to get her to eat, she’d spit out her medicine, pull out her IV. You couldn’t take your eyes off her for a second. I helped how I could, of course, but it was hardest on my mum. She was always burned out.’


But that struggle came to an end this past spring. Her grandmother’s symptoms had progressed so far she was having trouble moving, and they finally found a care home to take her in. Yūmi visited her sometimes, but her dementia was so bad that she rarely recognised her granddaughter. The entire family agreed it was likely they would soon be saying goodbye to her.


‘If I’m being entirely honest, though, it was kind of a relief. We could finally get back to living a normal life. And Mum can use her time for herself. I could get a part-time job without worrying about my family. That is what happened, but . . .’ Her tone dropped then, and she said, ‘But then something else came along to worry me. My dad’s been acting weird. I found out three months ago he’s been doing some suspicious things.’


‘What sort of suspicious things?’ Reito asked, setting down the mug he’d been about to drink from.


‘There’s this older guy named Mr Yamada that my dad’s worked with for years. He told me that lately my dad’s been going off somewhere, and nobody knows where. Whenever he goes somewhere for work, Dad writes where he’s going on a board in the office, but there have been times when they’ve called his mobile while he was out but couldn’t reach him. Then they tried calling wherever it was he went, but they said he never came. When Mr Yamada asked my dad about it afterwards, my dad just said plans changed and he had to go somewhere else. It’s happened several times, I guess. Mr Yamada estimates it happens once every three weeks or so.’


‘That is suspicious. Does your mum know about it?’


‘Not as far as I know. I haven’t told her, and Mr Yamada said he hasn’t either.’


‘Why did he tell you?’


‘I don’t know for sure, but I imagine he just wanted to talk to someone about it.’


Reito nodded. He could kind of understand how Mr Yamada felt. ‘So, what then? Did you hire a private investigator?’


Reito meant it as a joke, but Yūmi nodded grimly. ‘I wanted to, but I don’t have that kind of money. I decided to investigate it myself. I was on break from uni, so I had plenty of time.’


So, Yūmi was at university.


‘How are you doing this investigation?’ Reito asked.


‘The first thing I did was hide a GPS tracker on his car.’


‘A tracker?’ His eyes went wide. ‘Taking this serious from the get-go.’


Reito had heard that GPS trackers had become common lately for parents to know where their children were or for families to keep an eye on elderly members of the family who had a tendency to wander, but he’d never spoken to someone who was actually using one.


‘I am serious about this,’ Yūmi said. The one she was using let her see the tracker’s location in real time on her smartphone. Its accuracy varied depending on surrounding conditions but was generally accurate within fifty metres.


‘What a convenient world we live in,’ said Reito. ‘But why put it in his car?’


‘Our house is built right next to the company’s office, meaning we share parking. Mr Yamada says that when my dad does weird things, he uses his own car, not the company car. I decided I could get a general idea of where he went if I put the GPS in his car. And it lasts a whole day on one charge.’


‘Okay. So, what did you learn?’


Yūmi set down her mug and held up two fingers in a V for victory. ‘The first Friday after I started using the GPS tracker he did the same suspicious thing as before. He left during work in his own car, just like Mr Yamada said he did. When I looked at the tracking, I saw he went to a paid car park near Kichijōji Station. The car was there for a little over an hour, and he returned to work straight after leaving the car park.’


‘Huh. So, the question is where did he go after leaving the car in that car park?’


‘Exactly.’ She pointed at him. ‘It’d be best if I could put the tracker in his clothes, but there’s no way I could make sure he wouldn’t find it. Which means my only option was to tail him myself. The problem with that was that I needed to be at the car park before my dad got there, and that’s why I had no choice but to wait in a coffee shop near Kichijōji Station.’


‘Wait? Every day?’


‘I obviously couldn’t do every day. Just every Thursday and Friday. I had a feeling it was going to be one of those days.’


Maybe that was just a woman’s intuition. ‘What happened in the end?’


‘It was the Friday two weeks after I started using the tracker. I was checking my phone thinking today was going to be another bust, but then he went on the move.’


Her dark eyes darted about as she recounted the events of the day.


It was a thirty-minute drive from the Saji home to Kichijōji, and a ten-minute walk from the coffee shop where Yūmi was waiting to the car park in question. Once she was certain he was coming to Kichijōji based on the direction the tracker was showing on her phone, she left the coffee shop. As she walked to the car park, she put on the kind of mask people wear when they have a cough and pulled her newsboy cap down low over her eyes. She’d bought the cap especially, so her father wouldn’t recognise her.
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