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Letter to Readers


I first decided to write about the Kamogawa Diner – a casual restaurant that doubles as a detective agency – for two main reasons: I loved the relaxed atmosphere of casual restaurants, which we call shokudo in Japanese, and I felt a longing for the food I had eaten in the past.


We don’t have to go as far as Marcel Proust’s madeleine to realize that our memories are often bound up with food. When we are reunited with a dish we ate a long time ago, the hands of the clock turn back, and everything we felt and thought at that time in our lives comes vividly back to us.


Of course, our bodies can’t actually travel back in time. But our minds and hearts can – and something told me food might just be the key to that journey.


We only get to where we are in life after a great deal of doubt and indecision along the way. I found myself wondering about the lives we might now be leading if we had chosen different paths in the past. Maybe, by returning to the dishes we ate at those turning points, we would be able to judge for ourselves whether we had made the right decision. This became the theme of these novels.


At the same time, I realized that, on its own, a ‘food detective agency’ might come across as a little snobbish. So, for the sake of balance, I decided the agency would double as a cheap, casual shokudo.


The ten novels that have been published so far in this series in Japan have featured around sixty dishes in total – practically all of them dishes I personally adore. In writing these books, I have drawn on the food I ate as a young child, teenager and adult. I’ve even tried recreating dishes myself, or gone travelling to distant parts of the country in search of them.


But it’s not just delicious food I want to depict. I also want to convey the sheer emotion that goes into making food in the first place, and to encourage the reader to reflect on what the act of eating might mean.


There are still plenty of dishes from the past I’d love to return to, which means I still have plenty of books to write in this series. I hope my readers in the United Kingdom will look forward to them as much as I do. 


Hisashi Kashiwai










Chapter 1:


Nori-Ben
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Kyosuke Kitano jumped off the Keihan express at Shichijo station, walked up the stairs and out into daylight, then stopped to gaze at the swirling waters of the Kamogawa. It was five years since he’d moved from the southern prefecture of Oita to nearby Osaka, and yet this was his first trip to Kyoto.


Slung over his shoulder was a navy sports bag printed with the name of his university, its straps digging into his upper arm. Tiny rivers of sweat were running down his muscular neck, leaving damp patches on his white polo shirt. Squinting against the sunlight bouncing off the river, he looked down at the map in his hand and began walking west.


After crossing a bridge, he reached Kawaramachi-dori, where he stopped and began rotating the map this way and that, swivelling on the spot as he did so. He glanced around, cocking his head from side to side in hopeless confusion.


Noticing a man cycling past with a wooden box of the sort used for food deliveries, he called out: ‘Excuse me! Which way is Higashi Honganji temple?’


‘Straight that way,’ replied the man, pointing west. ‘Take a right down Karasuma-dori.’ He began pedalling off.


‘It’s actually a restaurant on Shomen-dori I’m looking for,’ said Kyosuke, jogging to keep up.


The man set his feet down from the pedals again. ‘Mr Kamogawa’s place?’


‘Yes, that’s the one.’ Kyosuke showed the man his map. ‘The Kamogawa Diner.’


‘Third right, then the second left. It’s the fifth building on the left.’ With these brisk words, the man cycled off.


‘Thank you!’ shouted Kyosuke, bowing as low as he could to the departing figure. Counting the streets on his fingers, he followed the man’s directions until he arrived at his destination: a two-storey building with a slightly drab, mortar exterior and no sign advertising its presence. It was all just as he’d been told. Kyosuke put a hand to his chest, took three deep breaths, then slid the door open.


‘Hello?’ he called into the interior.


‘Ah,’ said Nagare Kamogawa, looking up from the counter he was scrubbing. ‘Come on in.’


Kyosuke was somewhat taken aback by this welcoming tone, given the building’s off-putting exterior. ‘I’m . . . here to request your food detective services,’ he stammered.


‘You can relax, you know. I don’t bite. Go on, take a seat.’ Nagare gestured towards one of the red folding chairs at a nearby table.


‘Thank you.’ Kyosuke breathed a sigh of relief, though there was still something vaguely robotic about the way he seated himself on the chair.


‘You hungry?’ asked Nagare. ‘How about some grub?’


‘Oh . . . you mean I can . . . eat here?’ Kyosuke was struggling so much to get the words out that he seemed on the verge of biting his own tongue.


‘You might as well, seeing as you’re here! Then, afterwards, you can tell us about this dish you’re looking for.’


‘You’re a student, then?’ asked Nagare’s daughter, Koishi, emerging from the kitchen just as her father went in. She wore a sommelier apron on top of her white shirt and black jeans. ‘You look like you’re in some kind of sports club. Let me guess: kendo. No – judo?’


‘Not exactly,’ smiled Kyosuke.


‘But those muscles . . .’ she said, eyeing his biceps. ‘It must be some kind of martial art, right?’


‘It’s nothing that impressive.’


‘Is your university in Kyoto?’


‘No, Osaka. Do you know Kindai Sports University? I’m Kyosuke, by the way,’ he added, getting to his feet as he introduced himself.


‘I feel like I’ve seen you before somewhere . . .’ said Koishi, carefully studying his features.


‘Probably just one of those faces,’ he replied with a shy grin.


‘How did you find out about this place, then?’


‘Well, see, I live at the university dormitory, and that’s where I eat all my meals. I got chatting with the cook about this dish I ate when I was little, and he tried making it for me. But it didn’t quite taste the same. When I told him as much, he said I should come here instead. Showed me your advert in Gourmet Monthly.’


‘Ah, the advert,’ said Koishi, carefully wiping down the table.


Nagare reappeared with a metal tray. It was laden with small dishes. ‘This probably won’t be enough for a youngster like you,’ he murmured as he set it down on the table. ‘You’ll have to let me know if you need seconds.’


‘This looks . . . incredible,’ said Kyosuke, gazing excitedly at the food.


‘Tsuyahime rice from Yamagata – I’ve given you an extra big portion. Pork miso soup on the side. Plenty of root vegetables in there too, even if they’re not all fancy Kyoto specialities. Now, the large platter is a fusion of Japanese and Western cuisine. That there is deep-fried hamo eel with sour plum pulp and perilla leaf. The Manganji peppers are deep-fried too. Try those with my homemade Worcester sauce. The small bowl is miso-simmered mackerel with a shredded myoga ginger dressing. The roast beef is Kyoto stock – best enjoyed with a drizzle of the wasabi-infused soy sauce and wrapped in a sheet of toasted nori. As for the teriyaki-style duck meatballs, you can dip those in the accompanying quail egg yolk. Chilled tofu garnished with the minced skin of the hamo eel and, finally, deep-fried Kamo aubergine with a starchy curry sauce. Enjoy!’


Kyosuke licked his lips, nodding along enthusiastically to Nagare’s every word.


‘The food isn’t always this fancy, you know,’ said Koishi with a wink. ‘Dad got all excited when he saw we had an eligible young bachelor visiting, and now he’s pulling out all the stops.’


‘Shush, you!’ said Nagare, dragging her into the kitchen.


For all his enthusiastic nodding, Kyosuke had almost no idea what any of the food in front of him was. Hamo and mackerel were types of fish, he knew that much. But as for what they might taste like . . . The mention of roast beef, Worcester sauce and curry had come as a relief, but even those parts of the meal looked suspiciously different to anything he normally ate.


After ten seconds or so of silent contemplation, he gripped the bowl of rice firmly in his left hand, reached for one of the duck meatballs with his chopsticks, dipped it in the small bowl of quail egg yolk, set it down on his rice, then popped it into his mouth.


He let out a quiet gasp of delight, then immediately began working his way through the deep-fried eel and roast beef, his chopsticks working at lightning speed. Every mouthful triggered a murmur of appreciation.


In all honesty, having never eaten anything he could even compare it to, Kyosuke had no way of knowing what standard of cuisine he was eating. What he did know, instinctively, was that the dishes in front of him gave off the same aura as the world’s top athletes. The food filling his mouth right now was simply sensational.


‘How is it?’ asked Nagare, appearing at his side with a glass pitcher of iced tea.


‘I don’t really know how to describe it – I’m pretty clueless when it comes to food. But that was . . . amazing.’


‘Glad to hear it,’ said Nagare, pouring the tea. ‘A cook like me only gets one shot at winning the customer over. If they don’t like what I serve them, they won’t be coming back. Of course, if they do, I get to do it again and again.’


Kyosuke sank into thought, as though pondering the significance of Nagare’s words.


‘If that’s filled you up,’ he continued, ‘let me show you to the office in the back. My daughter will interview you there.’


‘Yes, about that . . .’ said Kyosuke, draining his glass of tea. ‘I was just thinking that maybe I don’t need your help after all.’


Nagare poured him a refill. ‘Why? That’s what you’re here for, isn’t it?’


‘It’s just . . .’ said Kyosuke, fiddling with his glass. ‘After eating a meal like that, my own request feels a bit silly . . .’


‘Listen. You came to us because you wanted our help recreating a meal. Something deep inside you told you to come here – something you can’t quite put your finger on. A sort of . . . fog inside you. Are you telling me that fog has cleared away completely?’


‘But . . .’ replied Kyosuke without looking up. ‘The dish I want help with is so basic I don’t even know if you can call it a “dish”.’


Nagare looked steadily at him. ‘I don’t know what it is you’re after, but I can assure you that there’s no such thing as “basic” when it comes to cooking.’


Kyosuke nodded deeply, patted his cheeks, then got to his feet.


‘Alright then. I’m in.’


Nagare smiled. ‘Glad to hear it. Follow me.’ He showed Kyosuke towards the door at the back of the restaurant and led him into a corridor.


‘What are these?’ asked Kyosuke, glancing at the photos lining the walls.


‘Dishes I’ve cooked over the years, mainly,’ said Nagare.


Kyosuke’s eyes darted from one photo to another as he walked. ‘You really can cook anything, can’t you?’


Nagare stopped and turned. ‘Jack of all trades and master of none, would be another way of putting it. If I’d focused on just one dish, maybe I’d have earned myself a Michelin star by now.’


‘Just one dish, eh?’ murmured Kyosuke. He had come to a halt and was gazing pensively up into the air.


‘You alright?’ asked Nagare.


‘Oh, I’m fine,’ said Kyosuke, and they began striding down the corridor again.
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Koishi was waiting in the office at the back of the restaurant.


‘Please – take a seat.’


‘Right then.’ Kyosuke bowed, then settled in the middle of the sofa opposite her.


‘Could you fill this out?’ asked Koishi, handing him a clipboard with a form on it. ‘Don’t sweat the details.’


‘My handwriting’s terrible. I hope you can read it.’ He began scribbling away, cocking his head to one side every now and then as if to think.


‘Kyosuke Kitano. Kindai Sports University . . .’ Koishi clapped her hands. ‘Now I remember!’


‘Remember what?’ asked Kyosuke, somewhat bewildered.


‘You’re that swimmer! I saw you in a magazine. They said you were one of the big hopes for the future.’ Koishi’s eyes were gleaming.


‘Oh, I don’t know about that . . .’ said Kyosuke, smiling modestly as he returned the clipboard.


‘You’re going to be in the Olympics, aren’t you?’ asked Koishi, her eyes scanning the rest of the form.


‘Depends how I do in the qualifiers.’


‘It said in the magazine you were a real all-rounder. Freestyle, backstroke – the whole package.’


‘Actually, people keep telling me I should just focus on one stroke.’


‘Well, we’ll be rooting for you.’ Koishi pursed her lips. ‘So, what’s this dish you’re looking for?’


‘I can’t believe I’m asking you this,’ said Kyosuke, dropping his voice and looking down at his feet, ‘but I’d like you to make me a nori-ben.’


‘Nori-ben? You mean like . . . the bento box? Nori seaweed on a bed of rice, with deep-fried fish or chikuwa tempura or something on the side?’


‘No, nothing on the side.’ Kyosuke’s voice was even quieter now. ‘Just the nori on the rice . . .’


‘Just the nori?’ asked Koishi, leaning forward. ‘Nothing else?’


‘That’s right,’ murmured Kyosuke, his bulky body hunching in on itself. His voice was practically a whisper now.


‘I’m guessing you didn’t eat this at . . . a restaurant, did you?’ asked Koishi, peering curiously at him.


‘My dad made it for me.’


‘Your dad’s bento, eh . . . Well, why don’t you just ask him? If you’re from Oita, that’s not too far away, is it?’


‘I haven’t spoken to my dad in over five years,’ said Kyosuke, his voice cracking slightly.


‘I see . . . Do you at least know where he lives?’


‘I heard he was living over in Shimane.’


Koishi’s eyes widened in surprise. ‘Shimane? Why?’


‘Dad was addicted to gambling. That’s why Mum walked out on him. Even when he got sick, he insisted the medical fees were a waste of money. Spent all the money we had on keirin racing instead. I guess he’s paying the price for all that now. I heard he’s crashing at my aunt’s place in Shimane while he finally gets treated for his illness.’


‘Right then,’ said Koishi, scribbling something in a notebook. ‘What about your mum?’


‘Remarried. She lives in Kumamoto now.’


‘And when did she leave your dad?’


‘It was the first summer holiday after I started at Oita Junior High, so about ten years ago. Dad bet all the money she’d been saving for a family holiday on a horse race. My little sister went to live with her, but I chose to stay with Dad. Didn’t think he’d manage on his own, you see . . .’


‘So it was just you and your dad at home,’ said Koishi, turning to the next page of her notebook. ‘What was his job?’


‘He drove a tourist taxi around Oita, for a company called Bungo Tours.’ Kyosuke smiled bitterly. ‘Though I think he spent more time at the racing track.’


‘Right, let’s recap. Until you started junior high school in Oita, it was the four of you at home. Then, in the summer of your first year at junior high, your mum left home with your little sister, leaving you in your dad’s care. And now you live in Osaka. So . . . when did you leave Oita?’


‘Halfway through my second year of senior high school. An Osaka swimming club invited me to move to a school affiliated with Kindai Sports University. I’ve been living in dormitories ever since.’


‘So you and your dad lived together for’ – Koishi counted on her fingers – ‘four years, is that right?’


‘Yeah. Of course, that meant he had to cook for me. My senior high school in Oita had a cafeteria, but for the three years before that, when I was still at junior high, my dad made me a bento every day.’


‘And sometimes it was this nori-ben?’


Kyosuke smiled vaguely. ‘Not sometimes. Always.’


‘Always?’ asked Koishi, her mouth gaping. ‘You mean . . . every day?’


‘I only had myself to blame, really. See, the first time he made it, I made the mistake of telling him I liked it. “Super yummy”, I think my exact words were. Dad was over the moon. After that he started making it every day.’ Kyosuke’s expression had turned slightly morose.


Koishi sighed. ‘Got a little carried away, did he?’


‘My friends started making fun of me for always eating the exact same thing. I’d hide the inside of my bento with the lid and shovel it down as fast as I could. That’s probably why I don’t recall much about the flavour. All I do remember is that, well, I did like it.’ Kyosuke said these final words with conviction.


‘I’ve only had nori-ben from bento shops, so I don’t know how people make it at home, but . . . was it really just nori and rice? He didn’t add a layer of bonito flakes in between?’ Koishi drew an illustration in her notepad and showed it to Kyosuke.


‘No, you’re right – it had three layers. First a layer of rice, then some bonito flakes soaked in soy sauce, and the nori on top.’ He added these details to Koishi’s illustration. ‘The exact same thing, every day.’


‘Was there anything distinctive about the flavour? It wasn’t particularly sweet or salty or anything?’


‘No, nothing like that,’ replied Kyosuke, staring intently at the drawing. ‘I think it was pretty ordinary. Though I do remember it being a little on the dry side.’


Koishi cocked her head to one side. ‘Dry? That doesn’t sound very tasty. I always thought nori and bonito flakes tasted their best when they still had a bit of moisture . . .’


Kyosuke smiled faintly. ‘I also seem to remember it being a little . . . sour, sometimes.’


‘Sour? It hadn’t . . . gone off, had it?’ grinned Koishi. ‘Seriously, though – if it was just rice, bonito flakes and nori, shouldn’t it be fairly easy to recreate?’ She traced her finger over the illustration as she spoke.


‘That’s what I thought, too. But when I asked the cook at the cafeteria to make it for me, it just wasn’t the same. Tasted so bland I barely managed to finish it. With my dad’s, I’d gobble it right down, and the bento box would be empty before I knew it.’ A note of passion had crept into Kyosuke’s voice.


‘Maybe that was just because you were still young,’ said Koishi, failing to match his enthusiasm. ‘I mean, it was all you had for lunch, wasn’t it? Anyway – weren’t you saying you ate it quickly on purpose because you didn’t want your friends to see?’


‘Well, yeah, but . . .’ replied Kyosuke, his enthusiasm waning slightly.


‘Was your dad a dab hand in the kitchen, then?’


‘No. In fact, I barely saw him set foot in there until Mum left.’


‘So this was his one and only signature dish. But . . . what made you want to eat it again all of a sudden?’


‘My aunt got in touch. Apparently Dad’s condition has gotten worse. She wants me to at least come and visit . . .’


‘Why don’t you go, then? It’d be your chance to thank him for all those bentos.’


Kyosuke frowned. ‘If he only made them because anything else would have been too much effort, then . . . I don’t think I want to see him.’


‘Really? I still think you should go, personally . . .’ shrugged Koishi.


‘Maybe I will,’ replied Kyosuke, his jaw clenching slightly. ‘But first, I want to remember what that nori-ben tasted like. I reckon that’ll help me understand how he felt about the whole thing.’


‘Well, we’ll do our best – and with a bit of luck, you’ll be able to patch things up with your dad. I say we,’ Koishi grinned, ‘but it’s my dad who’ll do all the investigating.’


‘Thank you. It means a lot,’ said Kyosuke, getting to his feet and bowing deeply. His voice had regained its earlier vitality.
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When they returned to the restaurant, Nagare reached for the remote control and switched off the television that sat on a shelf near the entrance.


‘Did that all go okay?’


‘Oh, it went fine,’ replied Koishi, ‘but I think we’ve got our work cut out for us.’


‘You always say that. Well, all we can do is try our best. Something tricky, is it?’


‘Dad, it’s . . . nori-ben.’


Kyosuke smiled awkwardly, hunching his shoulders in embarrassment.


‘Ah,’ replied Nagare. ‘The simplest dishes are always the hardest to get right.’


At this, the smile vanished from Kyosuke’s lips.


‘Don’t worry,’ said Koishi, patting him on the back. ‘Dad’ll work it out.’


Kyosuke bowed to them both, then took his leave. As he slid open the door to the restaurant, a tabby cat came rushing over to his feet.


‘Oi, you,’ snapped Nagare, ‘don’t even think about coming in here!’


‘We had a tabby back in Oita, too,’ said Kyosuke. ‘What’s its name?’


‘Drowsy,’ replied Koishi. ‘Sits around all day snoozing, see.’ She beckoned to the cat who, warily eyeing Nagare, tiptoed over to her.


‘So – when should I come back?’ Kyosuke set his bag down from his shoulder and fished out his phone.


‘Will two weeks from now be alright?’ asked Nagare.


Kyosuke swiped at his phone’s screen to check his schedule. ‘Ah, I have training camp in Kyoto starting next weekend, so that’ll be perfect.’


‘I’ll confirm the details by phone,’ said Koishi, scooping Drowsy up into her arms.


Kyosuke put his phone away, thanked them again, then set off west down the street.


‘The Keihan station’s the other way, you know!’ called Koishi.


Kyosuke stopped, did an about-turn, and sighed. ‘My sense of direction is atrocious.’ With an embarrassed grin, he made his way back past them and down the street.


‘See you soon,’ called Nagare from behind him.


Kyosuke stopped again. ‘Oh. I completely forgot to pay!’ He made his way back towards them, sheepishly scratching his head.


‘You can pay next time,’ said Koishi. ‘Together with the fee for the detective service.’


‘How much should I, er, bring?’ asked Kyosuke, looking helplessly at Koishi.


‘Don’t worry. It won’t be anything excessive,’ said Nagare.


‘Okay. Well, thank you.’ Kyosuke bowed again, then hurried off down the street.


They watched him go, then returned inside. Drowsy gave a languid miaow.


‘I can’t believe an ace athlete like Kyosuke wants us to make him . . . nori-ben,’ said Koishi, wiping down the table. ‘Not quite the combination I was expecting!’


‘So you’re on first name terms, eh?’ said Nagare, as he took a seat at the counter and opened up Koishi’s notebook. ‘You two friends or something?’


Koishi’s hands froze. ‘What? Dad, did you seriously not realize?’


‘Realize what?’ asked Nagare, his expression unchanged as he flicked through the notebook.


‘He’s a famous swimmer! Going to be in the Olympics and everything. Backstroke, butterfly, freestyle – he can do it all!’ Koishi mimed someone swimming front crawl.


‘Oh, right,’ replied Nagare as he retrieved a map from the shelf. ‘Well, it doesn’t really matter who the client is, does it? All we can do is our best.’


‘Well, yes, but . . .’ said Koishi, puffing out her cheeks.


‘Oita, eh? That place is a paradise for food-lovers. All that delicious mackerel . . . Looks like I’ll have to take a little trip.’


‘Sounds fun! Can I come?’


‘Nope. Your job is to look after this place while I’m gone. Don’t worry, I’ll bring you back a little something. Anyway,’ he added, glancing towards the altar in the back room, ‘your mother would get all lonely on her own.’
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The Kindai Sports University training camp was taking place at Fukakusa School in Kyoto’s Fushimi district. A few days after the camp had begun, Kyosuke finally had permission to take the day off. As he boarded the Keihan train, he felt his spirits rise in anticipation.


The train passed Fushima-Inari station, its building painted the same vermilion colour as the famous torii gates nearby, then a few stations later disappeared underground. When it eventually pulled into Shichijo station, Kyosuke stepped down onto the platform, a small satchel slung over his shoulder.


Though this was his second visit, the directionally challenged Kyosuke soon lost his bearings. With his heavily creased map in hand, he slowly made his way through the streets, trying his hardest to remember the route. Finally, a building he recognized came into view.


Inside, Koishi greeted him with a smile. ‘Welcome back!’


‘Hello again,’ replied Kyosuke, before anxiously looking around for Nagare.


‘Don’t you worry. Dad worked it all out,’ said Koishi. ‘He’s just setting something up in the kitchen, so sit tight a minute, okay?’


‘I could barely sleep last night,’ said Kyosuke, before stifling a yawn.


‘You’re more sensitive than I thought,’ chuckled Koishi. ‘Sure you’ll be alright at the Olympics?’


‘That’s different, okay?’ replied Kyosuke grumpily.


‘Sorry for the wait,’ said Nagare, poking his head out from the kitchen. ‘I, er, thought of something fun we could try.’


‘Yeah,’ said Koishi, ‘Dad had everything ready – then he had some bright idea and started fiddling around again.’


Kyosuke half rose from his chair and tried to peer into the kitchen. ‘Is . . . everything okay?’


‘Oh, I’m sure it’s all completely under control,’ replied Koishi, making a wry face.


‘Right then, all ready.’ Nagare reappeared carrying two bento boxes on a square tray.


Kyosuke, who’d refilled his rice bowl three times at breakfast that morning, winced slightly. ‘Is that . . . two portions?’


‘You don’t have to finish both,’ replied Nagare, setting the lidded bento boxes down on the table. ‘I just want you to compare the taste.’


Kyosuke glanced at each of the anodized aluminium boxes in turn. ‘So they taste different?’


‘You’ll have to tell me once you’ve tried them.’


Nagare bowed and returned to the kitchen.


Koishi set a glass and pitcher of iced tea on the table. ‘Filled to the brim – but just let me know if you need more.’ She followed Nagare into the kitchen.


Left on his own, Kyosuke sat up straight and, using one hand for each bento box, opened them at the same time.


They both looked like nori-ben. A flat layer of nori covered the surface, with joins visible between the individual sheets. He felt a flash of recognition: this was exactly the way his father had made it.


With the long edge of the bento boxes facing him, the cracks between the sheets of seaweed formed a neat grid of lines – two horizontal and three vertical – so that each nori-ben was divided into twelve squares. Staring at the grid, he vividly recalled how, back then, he had always finished the bento in precisely twelve mouthfuls.


He began with the left-hand box. Holding it in one hand, with the long edge still facing him, he dug his chopsticks around the bottom-left segment and carried it to his mouth. The nori-ben consisted of three layers: first a layer of rice on the bottom, then bonito flakes, and then the nori on top. Again, it was just the way his father had made it.


‘Mmm . . .’ he murmured. He closed his eyes. He chewed. Then he moved on to the next segment, and devoured that in the same way. Compared to the one they’d made him at the cafeteria, this nori-ben was in another league. It was, in a word, delicious.


In which case . . . what about the other bento? Was it some sort of failed experiment? Or was it going to be even tastier than this one?


He inserted his chopsticks into the box on the right. Just like he’d done with the other one, he dug down into the bottom-left corner, brought the slab of nori-ben to his mouth, and slowly chewed away. Then he tried the next section, and the one after that, until . . .


As he chewed, a tear fell from the corner of his eye. Then another. And another, and another. Wiping them away with the back of his hand, he reached for the next segment, inserted it into his mouth, and began chewing again. Unable to restrain himself any longer, Kyosuke began quietly sobbing.


The second bento had produced no sudden spike of nostalgia; no overwhelming rush of sadness. To be honest, he had no idea why he was crying.


But the taste was different. He couldn’t say why, but the nori-ben his father had made him every day was, without a doubt, the one on the right.


‘Did I get it right?’


Nagare had emerged from the kitchen and was standing behind him.


Kyosuke nodded as he rubbed the tears from his eyes. ‘Yes, this is it.’


‘Glad to hear it,’ said Nagare, pouring some iced tea into his glass.


‘The one on the left was really tasty, but this one . . .’ Kyosuke’s eyes began to well with tears again.


‘Yes. The one on the right is the bento your dad made for you,’ said Nagare, looking kindly at him. ‘Day after day.’


‘But . . . what’s the difference?’ asked Kyosuke, sitting up in his chair. ‘They look identical to me, but when I eat them they’re so different . . .’


‘There’s no big secret here. It’s more a question of the lengths your dad went to.’ Nagare set a folder down on the table.


‘The lengths he went to . . .’ murmured Kyosuke, eyeing the folder.


‘The one on the left is tasty enough, isn’t it? But your dad had another trick up his sleeve. A way to make the nori-ben not only tasty, but also nourishing – while also stopping it from spoiling.’


‘My dad thought of a thing like that?’


‘He was hopeless in the kitchen. One day, partly out of desperation, he tried making you a nori-ben. And you loved it. Afterwards, he went to his favourite restaurant and asked them for advice. Told them he wanted to make you the tastiest nori-ben in the country.’


‘He had a . . . favourite restaurant?’


‘Most taxi drivers have a spot they’ll always go to for lunch. Somewhere tasty and not too pricey – with decent parking to boot. Your dad drove for a company called Bungo Tours, didn’t he? Well, it turns out most of their drivers frequented a casual spot, the Aramiya Diner. That little place, tucked away behind the prefectural office building, was where your father, Kyota Kitano, went for lunch every day. In fact, he was such a regular there that the owner, Mr Aramiya, remembered him well.’


Nagare extracted a photo of the restaurant from the folder and laid it on the table.


Kyosuke gazed down at the photo. ‘This place?’


‘Looks ordinary enough, doesn’t it – and yet the fish is exceptional. Oita is full of places like that.’ Nagare got his phone out and began showing Kyosuke some photos of the food. ‘I tried the deep-fried horse mackerel – your father’s favourite, apparently – and it was far better than any version of it I’ve ever had in Kyoto.’


‘You’re rambling, Dad,’ complained Koishi. ‘Tell him about the nori-ben.’


‘What’s the rush? Anyway, the point is, Mr Aramiya knows his fish. He comes from a long line of fishermen, and apparently even ran his own sushi place at one point. With someone like that whispering secrets in your father’s ear, it’s no wonder his nori-ben turned out so delicious.’


Nagare picked up the right-hand bento and continued. ‘Sure, it looks exactly the same. Both on top’ – he inserted a pair of chopsticks into the top-right section, which Kyosuke hadn’t yet reached – ‘and when you dig down inside.’ Koishi and Kyosuke watched as Nagare carefully set the segment down on the lid of the bento, revealing the individual layers. ‘And yet it’s not the same.’


‘Hmm . . . it has the same three layers. Looks identical to me,’ said Koishi, inspecting it from the side. Kyosuke nodded in agreement.


‘The difference is this part in the middle,’ said Nagare, removing the top layer of nori. ‘Look carefully. Those aren’t bonito flakes, are they?’


‘You’re right!’ exclaimed Koishi, leaning in for a closer look. ‘Is that . . . fish meat?’ Kyosuke was still gazing blankly, apparently unable to see the difference. Nagare darted into the kitchen, emerging a moment later with a styrofoam box. He held it up in front of the waiting pair, then opened it to reveal a fish.


‘Cutlassfish, this is called. See how it looks just like a sword? That’s what’s in the bento. Grilled, minced, and seasoned with soy sauce and kabosu fruit. Both cutlassfish and kabosu are Oita specialities – and the citric acid in the kabosu stops the dish from spoiling, too. If you just use bonito flakes, the flavour can get a little monotonous, but this gives it heaps of depth.’


‘Cutlassfish, huh?’ said Kyosuke, inspecting the filling. ‘And he chopped it up like this specially?’


‘I guess you were in such a hurry to eat it without your friends seeing that you just dug your chopsticks in and shovelled it into your mouth, without ever realizing what you were eating.’


‘It’s true. I don’t think I ever properly looked inside.’


‘With a bit of help from Mr Aramiya, your dad made you a nori-ben he could be proud of.’


Kyosuke smiled through his tears. ‘I can’t believe he managed a thing like this. He always seemed so hopeless . . .’


‘Well, it seems that was precisely what endeared him to people. When I asked about him at that restaurant, all the regulars had stories to tell.’


‘I bet he caused them all sorts of trouble over the years.’


‘Like I say, there were plenty of stories. But I can tell you this: no one there had a bad word to say about him.’


‘Well, that’s a relief,’ said Kyosuke. And it was true: he looked as though a heavy weight had been lifted from his shoulders. He was learning about a side to his father he’d never known.


‘Apparently, one of the other taxi drivers once pointed out to your father that there was no way of knowing you’d actually eaten his bentos. The guy reckoned you might be secretly chucking them in the bin.’


Kyosuke shook his head vigorously.


‘Now, your dad was normally the quiet type, but on this occasion, it seems he really flipped. Shouted at the guy, telling him his son would never deceive anyone like that, not in a million years. And he definitely wouldn’t throw something his father had made him in the bin.’


As Nagare spoke, Kyosuke gazed at the nori-ben.


‘Yep,’ said Koishi, nodding enthusiastically as she tried a bite. ‘I think that might actually be the best nori-ben in the country.’


Kyosuke put the lid back on the bento box. ‘Thank you both so much. Can I take this home with me?’


‘Of course,’ smiled Nagare. ‘I prepared another one especially for that purpose, too. Take them both, if you like.’


‘I’ll get you some ice packs to keep them chilled,’ said Koishi, running over to the freezer.


‘I’ve written you out the recipe, too,’ said Nagare, inserting the folder into a paper bag together with the bento boxes. ‘I’m guessing you’re not much of a cook yourself, but as long as you follow the instructions you should be able to make it just like your father did.’ He handed Kyosuke the paper bag.


‘So, how much do I owe you?’ said Kyosuke, reaching for his wallet. ‘Including for the meal last time, I mean.’


‘Whatever you feel it was worth. Just pop it in this account.’ Koishi handed him a slip with the relevant details. ‘Oh, and factor in a student discount if you like.’


Kyosuke carefully folded the piece of paper and inserted it into his wallet. ‘Thank you.’


Koishi grasped his hand. ‘We’ll be rooting for you at the Olympics.’


‘Thanks,’ said Kyosuke, his chest swelling slightly as he made his way outside.


Nagare called after him: ‘I’ll bet your dad will be too. It’s a big deal, after all!’


Kyosuke reached down to pet Drowsy, who had come rushing over. ‘Oh, he’s probably too busy gambling to even think about me.’


‘If he made you a nori-ben this good every day, there’s no way he’s forgotten about you. I’m sure he couldn’t even if he tried.’


Kyosuke bowed wordlessly in response, then began making his way west down Shomen-dori.


‘Wrong way again!’ called Koishi from behind.


‘Never learn, do I,’ said Kyosuke, scratching his head as he turned around and strode past them again, this time heading east.


‘Like a fish out of water, isn’t he?’ chuckled Nagare quietly. ‘Literally.’


Kyosuke suddenly stopped and turned. ‘I forgot to tell you. I’ve decided to just swim butterfly from now on.’


‘Sounds very wise,’ said Nagare, bowing his head slightly. As Kyosuke set off down the street again, Drowsy looked in the direction of his departing figure and mewed quietly.


[image: A bowl of noodles with chopsticks holding a few strands above the bowl.]


‘Dad, there’s one thing bothering me . . .’ said Koishi when they were back in the restaurant.


‘What’s that, then?’ asked Nagare, glancing at her as he slid the door shut behind them.


‘We’re not having nori-ben for dinner, are we?’


‘That’s what’s bothering you, eh? Well, why not? Nothing wrong with a good old nori-ben and a glass of sake . . .’
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