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There was a dog in the corner of the convenience store parking lot. It had a collar but no leash. It was skinny but looked alert. Maybe the owner was inside the store. Maybe the dog belonged to a disaster victim. Such were Kazumasa Nakagaki’s thoughts as he parked his car.


Six months had passed since the triple disaster of earthquake, tsunami, and nuclear meltdown. There were still people living in evacuation shelters. Some also slept in their cars, because pets weren’t allowed in the shelters.


Kazumasa went into the store to get coffee, cigarettes, and a sweet roll. After making his purchases and dispensing coffee from the self-service machine, he went outside to the ashtray stand and lit up a cigarette. He removed the wrapper from his roll and chomped on it between puffs of his cigarette.


The dog was still there. Staring at Kazumasa.


“That’s weird…” Kazumasa wrinkled his brow. He had not seen anyone else in the store. Plus the only car in the parking lot was his.


“Your owner in the bathroom?” Kazumasa said to the dog.


In response it edged closer.


It looked to him like a German shepherd mix. Shepherd in appearance but slightly smaller, with a long nose and ears.


The dog came over to Kazumasa and stopped in front of him. It pointed its nose up and sniffed the air. Obviously it was not interested in the cigarette.


“You after this?” Kazumasa waved the sweet roll over the dog’s head. Drool trickled from its mouth.


“Hungry, buddy?” He broke off a corner of the roll, placed it on his palm, and brought his hand down to the dog’s mouth. The dog took its time to sniff at the bread before eating it.


“So that’s it. You’re hungry. Wait a sec.”


Kazumasa stubbed out his cigarette, placed his coffee cup on the ashtray stand, and crammed the rest of the roll into his mouth in one bite. He went back into the store and selected a dog treat labeled chicken breast jerky. From outside, the dog’s eyes tracked his every movement through the window.


“That dog belong to anybody?” Kazumasa asked the cashier. The cashier glanced out the window and turned back with a bored expression.


“It’s been there all morning. I’m thinking of calling Public Health.”


“Oh, gotcha.”


Kazumasa took the jerky back out to the ashtray stand. The dog wagged its tail.


“Here you go, get this in you.” Kazumasa tore open the packet and offered the dog a stick of jerky. The dog wolfed it down. Then another piece. And another. Finally the last stick. In no time the jerky was all gone.


“You were really hungry, buddy.”


Kazumasa reached out to pat the dog’s head. The dog observed him. It was being neither friendly nor wary.


“Let’s see this.” Kazumasa examined the dog’s collar. It was leather with an engraved tag attached.


“Tamon? Is that your name? Kinda unusual.”


He’d expected the tag to have the owner’s address or telephone number, but there was only the dog’s name.


Kazumasa lit another cigarette and sipped his coffee. The dog—Tamon—stayed beside him. It wasn’t begging for food or asking to be petted but was simply being there, at Kazumasa’s side. Almost as if it thought that was the polite thing do in return for the jerky.


“I gotta get going,” Kazumasa informed Tamon when he’d finished smoking. He was on work time and had stopped off at the convenience store only because he wanted a snack. After the disasters, the seafood-processing factory where Kazumasa used to work had gone bankrupt. He’d lived off his meager savings until finally landing this job. He couldn’t afford to get fired.


Kazumasa got in his car and set down his coffee in the cup holder. He started the engine and shifted into reverse.


Tamon stayed next to the ashtray. Motionless. Staring at him.


In his head, Kazumasa heard the cashier’s voice: I’m thinking of calling Public Health.


What’ll happen to it if the authorities take it away? The instant this thought entered Kazumasa’s head, he leaned over and opened the passenger-side door.


“Hop in,” he called.


Tamon came racing over and leapt up onto the front seat.


“Keep still. And don’t piss inside the car.”


Tamon lay down on the seat, looking as if he had been riding there all his life.





“HEY, WHAT’S A DOG doing in there?” Numaguchi looked suspiciously over at the passenger seat as he counted the money.


Tamon looked at Kazumasa.


“It’s my new dog,” responded Kazumasa.


“Didn’t know you had enough cash to spare for a dog.” Numaguchi put the money back in the envelope and stuck a cigarette in his mouth. Kazumasa promptly offered a lighter.


Numaguchi had been ahead of Kazumasa in high school. He’d always had a bad-boy reputation and had drifted into the Sendai underworld after leaving school, without ever getting a regular job. Though he had not been formally inducted into any yakuza gang, he behaved as if he was a member. His current gig was the resale of stolen goods.


When Kazumasa’s savings had almost run out, he went crawling to Numaguchi, who gave him a job as a delivery driver.


“Yeah, um, it’s complicated,” Kazumasa hedged. If he let slip that he’d picked up the dog while out on a delivery, it was a sure bet he’d cop a fist straight to the mouth.


“I s’pose it’s only been six months. Must be people who can’t look after their pooches anymore,” Numaguchi mused, swiveling his head as he blew smoke rings.


They were in a corner of the warehouse district near Sendai Airport. The Pacific Ocean was visible to the east. Before the disasters, the area had bristled with all kinds of storage facilities, which had been inundated by the tsunami.


“This place is better than it was six months ago, but it’s still not back to what it was by a long shot.”


The city had managed to repair the sunken, buckled, and debris-strewn roads, but otherwise not much progress had been made in rebuilding. Numaguchi rented out a warehouse from a transport company. According to him, the company got into trouble when work dried up, so he’d gone to them and negotiated to rent it for a song.


“See if you can train it to bark when cops get close,” Numaguchi said.


“Dunno if I can.”


“Course you can. Dogs are supposed to be smart.”


“Okay, I’ll give it a go.”


“Yeah, do that. And hey, I got a favor to ask.”


“What?”


“Want some more work? Money’s good. You used to race go-karts at the SUGO track, right?”


“When I was a kid,” Kazumasa replied. It was true that up to the end of junior high he used to head over to the track every weekend to drive go-karts. He had dreamed of being an F1 driver. But then he realized his talent wasn’t anything out of the ordinary and gave up. That had been in his third and last year of junior high.


“Well, you still got the knack, and Suzuki was pretty impressed the other day. You drove him, right?”


“Yeah.”


Suzuki was like a sworn brother to Numaguchi. Two weeks earlier Kazumasa had driven him from the warehouse to Sendai Station.


“He said your acceleration and cornering were so smooth it was like being in a Rolls-Royce instead of an old bomb.”


Kazumasa scratched his head. He didn’t know how to reply.


“You sure can drive, and not just a go-kart.”


“I suppose my driving’s a bit better than average.”


“Yeah. So how about doing something with it?”


“Whaddaya got in mind?”


Numaguchi flicked away his burned-down cigarette. “So I was asked to provide assistance to some foreigners, like, a gang of thieves. More an order, you could say. Can’t say no.”


“A gang of foreign thieves?”


“Dickhead. Keep your voice down.”


Kazumasa covered his mouth after receiving a slap upside the head.


“Your job would be to drive them back to their hideout after a heist.”


Kazumasa licked his lips. Delivering stolen goods was one thing—in a pinch, he could claim ignorance—but driving around thieves who’d just committed a crime was a different story. If caught, he’d be treated as an accomplice.


“It pays good.” Numaguchi rubbed together his right index finger and thumb. Kazumasa looked at the circle Numaguchi’s fingers made and saw in it the faces of his mother and sister.


“Can I think about it?”


“Okay, but I gotta know soon. Give me an answer this week.”


“You bet.”


Kazumasa shifted his gaze from Numaguchi to the car. He saw Tamon inside, still as a statue, staring at him.
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Kazumasa poured some of the dog food he’d bought at the home goods store into a ramen bowl and placed it in front of Tamon. The dog began wolfing it down noisily.


“You really are hungry, buddy. There’s no meat on you at all.”


Kazumasa sat cross-legged on the tatami floor, smoking a cigarette as he watched Tamon eat. In the car he had leaned over to pet Tamon in the passenger seat every time they stopped at a traffic light. Tamon’s body was gaunt beneath his fur. His ribs stuck out, and he had scabs all over his body.


“Where the hell did you spring from, buddy?”


Tamon finished his meal, licked his chops, and sat on the tatami.


“C’mere.”


Tamon moved closer to Kazumasa. His eyes narrowed in satisfaction when Kazumasa stroked his head and chest. Kazumasa had never had a dog before, nor had he wanted one, but this wasn’t half bad, he thought.


His cell phone rang. The call was from his older sister, Mayumi.


“What’s up?” he answered.


“Nothing much, just wondering what you’re up to.”


He could tell straightaway that Mayumi was lying. She was probably worn out from caring for their mother and had called to vent but changed her mind when she heard Kazumasa’s voice.


“Anything happen with Mom?”


“Nothing in particular, but…” Her voice trailed off and ended in a sigh.


Last spring their mother had begun showing signs of early-onset dementia. For a while her symptoms were relatively mild, but they worsened when she was living in the emergency evacuation shelter after the disasters. The strain of leaving her familiar home environment and having to endure communal life with large numbers of people was too much for her. It had taken two months before her house was cleaned up, repaired, and fit to live in again.


Mayumi used to have an apartment in town but had let it go in order to move back into the family home after the tsunami. She could not bear to stand by and watch while their mother went downhill and struggled on her own. But it was a constant mental strain. Mayumi was getting thin and worn out. She was in her thirties—the prime of her life—but she often looked prematurely middle-aged.


“Geez, I’m sorry, Mayumi. If I wasn’t so useless I could help make things a bit easier for you moneywise.”


“It’s the times. Don’t take it to heart.”


“Yeah, but… Oh, by the way, I picked up a dog.”


“A dog?”


“Yeah. I think he might’ve lost his owner in the disasters. But he’s well-behaved and smart, so I’m keeping him. Next time I come over I’ll bring him with me. Dogs are supposed to be good therapy for sick and old people, aren’t they? And dementia patients. They make them calmer.”


“Yeah, I’ve heard that too. Bring it. Mom would love that. She always wanted a dog.”


“Mom wanted a dog?”


“Yeah, she did. Her family had one when she was a kid. But Dad didn’t like animals, so he never allowed it.”


“First I’ve heard of that.”


“It was before you were born. Mom was disappointed, but she found out you were in her tummy not long after and forgot about the dog.”


“Uh-huh.”


“What’s the dog called?”


“Tamon,” Kazumasa replied. He was glad to hear a bit of life return to Mayumi’s voice.


“What kind of name is that? It’s a bit weird, isn’t it?”


“That’s what the tag on his collar says. I think it’s Tamon after Tamonten—you know, the guardian deity.”


“Whatever. Anyway, bring him around as soon as you can. I haven’t seen Mom smile in months.”


“Sure thing. Will do.”


“Ah, I’m glad I called. Talking to you has made me feel better than I have in a while. Thank goodness for family,” Mayumi said before hanging up.


Tamon was asleep with his jaw resting on Kazumasa’s thigh. He seemed to trust Kazumasa, his sleeping face calm and his back rising and falling rhythmically. Gently, so as not to wake him, Kazumasa placed his hand on Tamon’s back. The warmth traveled up his arm and crept into his heart.
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Kazumasa searched the internet for anything he could find about Tamon. He tried every keyword he could think of: Tamon, dog, male, German shepherd, mixed breed, missing, disasters. But he came up with zilch, not a single hit. Apparently nobody was searching for Tamon. The owner was either dead or had suffered so badly in the disasters that he or she was in no position to look after a dog. In any case, it put Kazumasa’s mind at ease about keeping him.


Kazumasa put Tamon in the car, and they set off to see his mother. No time like the present. It had been only yesterday that he’d spoken to Mayumi, but sooner was better than later.


The family home was a freestanding house in a residential area south of the Natori River. Kazumasa’s father had taken out a loan to buy it soon after Mayumi was born. After his death, they had paid it off with what remained of his life insurance policy. Kazumasa and Mayumi had talked about selling the house when their mother’s dementia became so bad that they needed to put her in an institution, but that idea had faded since the disasters.


The house stood on a narrow plot with only enough yard for a flower bed and one parking space. Kazumasa left his car parked in front of Mayumi’s small one. It was jutting out into the road, but the neighbors never complained.


“Let’s go, Tamon. Be on your best behavior.”


Kazumasa attached the new leash and collar he’d bought and took Tamon out of the car. He opened the front door and called to Mayumi. “It’s me. I brought Tamon.”


Her answer came after a beat. “Kazumasa? You with the dog?”


“Sure am.” Kazumasa wiped Tamon’s feet with the damp towel he’d brought. He removed his own shoes and stepped up over the threshold into the house. Mayumi emerged from the bathroom-cum-laundry.


“You’re doing laundry?”


Her face clouded over. “Mom had an accident.”


From her expression, it was clearly more than just wet underpants.


“Oh, that’s tough,” Kazumasa said. There was not much else he could say.


“I’m used to cleaning up after her—it’s just that Mom gets irritable. I think she’s embarrassed. Hey, hello there, Tamon.”


Mayumi bent over and stretched her hand out to Tamon. Tamon responded by sniffing her fingertips with an air of assurance, then licking them with the tip of his tongue.


“He looks smart.” Mayumi patted his head.


“Told you he’s a good dog.”


“He seems gentle too—I’m sure Mom’ll like him. Do you want to take him to see her?”


“Okay.”


Kazumasa and Tamon followed Mayumi down the corridor. Their mother’s room was on the ground floor at the rear. It was a sunny Japanese-style room, the biggest in the house.


“Mom, Kazumasa’s here, we’re coming in.”


Mayumi slid open the door despite the lack of response. Inside, the air smelled of antiseptic. Kazumasa adjusted his grip on the leash and entered the room with Tamon.


“Hi, Mom. How’re you feeling?”


His mother was stretched out on her side on the futon. Only her neck was bent as she stared out the window at the flower bed.


“Mom?” Kazumasa called a second time.


His mother rolled over to face him. “Who are you?”


Kazumasa bit his lip in shock. He knew his mother’s symptoms were getting worse, but she had never failed to recognize him before.


“Mom, you don’t know? It’s Kazumasa. Your son, Kazumasa,” Mayumi said with a smile. She was trying to smooth things over, but her stiff smile betrayed the shock that she, too, clearly felt.


“Oh, Kazumasa. Goodness, you have grown.”


While Kazumasa stood there stunned, not knowing how to answer, Tamon walked over to his mother. He brought his nose up over her face and sniffed.


“Dear me, it’s a dog… Is that you, Kaito?”


She stretched out her arm to stroke Tamon’s chest.


“It’s Kaito. Oh, I’m sure of it. Where have you been all this time?” A girlish note had entered her voice.


“Kaito?” Kazumasa said to Mayumi.


“Hmmm, I think it might be the name of her dog when she was a girl.”


“Kaito, Kaito,” she repeated while petting Tamon. Her mind as well as her voice seemed to have regressed to childhood.


“How long has she been this bad?” Kazumasa scrutinized his mother’s face.


“The last two or three weeks. Sometimes she doesn’t even know who I am.”


“You should’ve told me…”


“I didn’t want to worry you… and I knew I’d tell you eventually.” Mayumi lowered her gaze.


“Ummm.” Their mother sat up. “I must take Kaito for a walk.”


“Good idea. Let’s all go for a walk,” Kazumasa promptly responded. “We can go down to the river.”





THEIR MOTHER WAS IN high spirits as she walked, gripping Tamon’s leash. Kazumasa was nervous about her, and from the look on Mayumi’s face he guessed she felt the same. But their mother was indifferent to them. She kept up a constant stream of chatter to the dog, stopping occasionally to bend over and pet him.


“Mom looks like a girl again,” Mayumi said.


“Yeah,” Kazumasa agreed. It wasn’t that she was looking better so much as she had become more childlike. His anxiety about her grew. There was no knowing what she might do.


Thank goodness for Tamon. It was their first outing with him in this area, but he gave the impression of being confident and in control. Kazumasa had the feeling Tamon would make sure nothing happened to his mother.


“Kazumasa, stop being such a slowpoke. Hurry up,” his mother said, turning back toward him. She remembered his name now.


“You’re too fast,” Kazumasa said. He hurried to catch up and walk alongside her.


“Kaito’s ever so smart. He stays right beside me. And he never pulls on the leash, not ever.”


It wasn’t only the tone of her voice but also her choice of words that made her sound childish.


“Yep. Kaito’s a smart cookie all right,” Kazumasa replied. He patted Tamon’s head gratefully. “He’s always been a smart boy, ever since he was a puppy.”


Mayumi was right. Their mother was confusing Tamon with the dog she had had as a child. She was no better despite how animated she looked and sounded.


On the other side of the road, the Natori River and the fields that stretched along the river flats came into view. Kazumasa’s mother stepped onto the road. There was no traffic light or pedestrian crossing.


Watch out! The words stuck in Kazumasa’s throat.


Tamon stopped. Feeling the leash go tight, Kazumasa’s mother stopped too.


“What is it, Kaito?” she wondered aloud, turning toward Tamon.


A truck rumbled by.


“Mom, it’s dangerous to cross without looking.” Mayumi’s face was white.


“It’s all right. Kaito’s with me.” She laughed innocently.


Kazumasa and Mayumi exchanged a glance. A chill, dry wind bearing hints of autumn whipped around them.





“YOU DID GOOD TODAY, Tamon.” Kazumasa stretched his arm over to the passenger seat and ruffled the fur on Tamon’s chest. “You stopped Mom from running onto the road. You’re like a guardian angel. Mayumi said so too.”


Tamon stared straight ahead while Kazumasa stroked him.


Their walk had lasted just under an hour. Kazumasa’s mother had complained of tiredness afterward and gone straight to bed. She had not left the house, let alone taken a walk, in a long time. By the time Kazumasa said goodbye, she was sleeping peacefully.


The traffic light changed. Gripping the steering wheel with both hands, Kazumasa stepped on the gas. Before the disasters he had driven a manual. Automatics weren’t real cars, in his opinion. But his car had been crushed by a concrete block wall in the quake and was totaled. He didn’t have the money to buy another, so Numaguchi had given him this one for work. It was a virtual wreck. Always breaking down, a gas-guzzler to boot, and it cost a heap just to keep on the road.


“Wish I could buy a real car,” Kazumasa muttered.


Tamon looked at him.


“And have enough money to help Mayumi too.”


Tamon faced forward again.


“I need money.”


Tamon yawned.


Kazumasa parked on the shoulder near his apartment. Although it was a no-parking zone, he’d never been ticketed. Ever since the quake, the police were too busy with other stuff. Things would get back to normal one day. When that happened, he’d have to find himself a legal parking spot.


But he needed money. Really needed money.


Back inside the apartment, Kazumasa fed Tamon some dog food. His own dinner was Cup Noodles.


“You eat better than me,” he said, watching Tamon wolf down his food. He yanked out a cigarette, angry at himself for even saying such a thing.


His cell phone rang. It was Mayumi.


“What’s up?” he answered.


“Mom’s awake, but she won’t stop asking where Kaito is.”


“Don’t worry, I’ll bring him over again.”


“It’s good that Tamon cheers her up, but I’m worried. She’s still carrying on like a kid having a tantrum. I told her that you were the one who brought Kaito over, but she’s forgotten again.”


“Forgotten who I am?”


Mayumi sighed.


“We might need to put her in a home,” Kazumasa said.


“Where will we get the money for that?”


There had been hardly anything left of their father’s insurance payout after they paid off the mortgage on the house. Mayumi took care of their mother while living off what little remained and her own meager savings. She was able to scrape by only because of the rice and vegetables sent by their mother’s relatives. Farming people.


“Really sorry, Mayumi.”


“Don’t be. We’re family.”


Kazumasa hung up and stubbed out the cigarette in the ashtray.


“Tamon, I’m gonna do it,” he said. Tamon had finished his food and was lying next to Kazumasa.


“I’ll take that job from Numaguchi. It’s a helluva lot riskier than what I do now, but the money’s good. You’ll protect me, won’t you? Like you protected Mom today.”


Tamon’s eyes were shut, but every time Kazumasa spoke, his ears gave a small twitch.


“Besides, I gotta feed you too. My mind’s made up. I’ll do it.”


Tamon opened his eyes and looked at Kazumasa. Why not? those eyes seemed to say.
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Three men emerged from the condominium block. They all had light builds and dark skin. One approached the car and knocked on the driver’s window. Kazumasa lowered it.


“Kimura-san?”


This was Kazumasa’s alias. “Yes.”


“I’m Miguel,” the man said. His Japanese was good.


“This is Jose and Ricky.”


Kazumasa nodded. The names were all false anyway.


“Get in,” Kazumasa said.


Miguel signaled to the other two. The man called Jose got in the front passenger seat, while Ricky and Miguel jumped in the back.


Miguel said something in a foreign language. He had noticed Tamon in the back, in the cage Kazumasa had set up for him there.


“What’s a dog doing here?” Miguel asked.


“That’s my mamorigami. Know what that is?” Kazumasa replied.


Miguel tilted his head.


“Guardian angel,” Kazumasa said in English.


“Ah, I see.” Miguel nodded and rattled off something to the other two.


“He won’t bark or act up,” Kazumasa said.


“We could do with a guardian angel. How do you say it in Japanese?”


“Mamorigami.”


Miguel rolled the word around in his mouth two or three times. “Okay, let’s go,” he said.


Kazumasa released the parking brake. Numaguchi had supplied him with a perfectly tuned Subaru Legacy for the job. Being semiautomatic, it could also be driven like a manual.


“Okay to head straight for Kokubuncho?” Kazumasa asked, giving the name of the downtown area.


Miguel nodded. It was two thirty in the morning. There was no sign of anybody around.


Kazumasa headed for the city center, taking care to avoid the N-system surveillance cameras that recorded license plates. When he started working for Numaguchi, he had researched the locations of all the N-system cameras and burned them into his memory.


“You’re a good driver,” said Miguel. Apparently he could tell even though they weren’t going fast.


Downtown was still crowded and bright with neon lights. Kazumasa stopped the car at the corner of an office block.


“Pick us up here in thirty minutes.”


Miguel and his crew got out. Tamon was lying down in his cage.


Once the three disappeared from sight, Kazumasa drove off. Despite the air conditioning, he was sweating. His throat was dry as well. He was more nervous than he realized.


He drove around aimlessly. Every time the lights of an oncoming car shined in his eyes, his heart raced. Take it easy, he told himself. He repeatedly checked on Tamon in the rearview mirror. Whenever he looked, Tamon was facing a different direction. Front, back, right, left. Eventually it registered: Tamon always faced south.


“What’s down south?” he asked.


No reaction. Tamon stayed mute, face pointing south.


It was time. Kazumasa pulled up in the same spot where he had dropped off the men. He kept his foot over the gas pedal with the parking brake disengaged, ready to pull away instantly. His hands were sweaty on the steering wheel. He wiped his palms on his jeans, but they quickly became damp again.


“Spot anything, Tamon?” he turned to ask. Tamon looked at him. His gaze was reassuring. Calm down, everything will be all right, those eyes seemed to say.


The men emerged from behind the building. Kazumasa saw that their previously empty bags were now bulging. He had been told that they planned to rob a jewelry store.


They took their time walking to the car, more like they were on their way home from a night out drinking than from a robbery.


“Come on,” Kazumasa muttered under his breath. Was it his imagination, or did he hear alarms and the blare of police sirens? He pictured the police in pursuit of him. The image played over and over in his mind. He could push the Subaru to its limits all he liked, but in the end he would still get caught.


“Let’s go,” Miguel said as he got in the front passenger seat. Jose and Ricky climbed into the back.


They shut the doors, and Kazumasa gunned the accelerator.


“Easy now. No need to hurry. Take it slow, okay?” Miguel lightly tapped Kazumasa’s left hand on the steering wheel.”


“Sorry.”


Kazumasa eased his foot off the pedal slightly. If he drew attention to them now, it would only defeat the purpose. He needed to drive slowly to stay off the police’s radar.


“That’s some guardian angel you’ve got.” Miguel turned to look in the rear. Tamon was facing south again.


Kazumasa licked his lips. Stay calm, he told himself as he drove, making sure to avoid the N-system cameras.


The men laughed, smoked, and talked among themselves in a language Kazumasa did not understand. They were so relaxed that Kazumasa never would have guessed they were fresh from committing a crime. He took a circuitous route back to the condo where he had picked them up.


“Thanks, Kimura-san. See you again,” Miguel said with a smile as he got out.


The other two followed him. They left without looking back.


Kazumasa called Numaguchi on his smartphone. “Just finished.”


“Whoa. Good work. Go home and rest.”


“Will do.”


“Check your mailbox.”


“Mailbox? Why?”


The line cut off before Kazumasa finished speaking. He clicked his tongue in annoyance and drove off.


“Sorry about the bad company, Tamon. Let’s go home and hit the sack.”


Tamon had turned again to face south.


Back at his apartment, Kazumasa checked his mailbox. He found a brown envelope. He grabbed it and hurried inside, then locked the door firmly behind him. As he wiped Tamon’s feet clean by the door, he concentrated on getting his breathing under control.


First he gave Tamon some water. Then he sat down on the tatami and smoked a cigarette before picking up the envelope. Inside were twenty 10,000-yen bills. In one night he had made as much as he usually earned in a month. Far out. If only I could do a job like this once a week.


“I could make things easier for Mayumi,” Kazumasa mumbled, lighting another cigarette.


Tamon came over to his side and lay down. He shut his eyes and immediately started snoring.


“Tired, buddy?” Kazumasa asked softly. He counted the 10,000-yen bills again.
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Every channel carried the same story. Three thieves were on the run after a jewelry store heist in Kokubuncho in the early hours of the morning. The haul was one million yen worth of jewelry and luxury watches.


Security cameras captured the whole thing. The men wore ski masks and used a crowbar to smash a window. Once inside, they broke open the display case and filled their bags with jewelry and watches. The entire process took roughly five minutes from start to finish.


The TV announcer said that police were treating it as the work of an organized crime gang, based on how smooth an operation it was.


“Holy shit.” Kazumasa shook when he saw the footage. Until now he hadn’t felt like part of the robbery. He had been merely the driver. But seeing the video of the actual crime made him realize he was an accomplice.


The twenty 10,000-yen bills were no longer any comfort. If Mayumi found out where the money came from, she would flip out.


“But money is money,” he murmured, trying to convince himself.


And he needed money to survive. Besides, he had a mother with dementia who was rapidly declining. And a sister sacrificing herself for their mother.





HE NEEDED MONEY. And he would take any kind of job to get it. The earthquake, tsunami, and nuclear disasters earlier that year had wiped out lots of jobs. Kazumasa was ready to clutch at any straw. And right then that straw happened to be Miguel and his men. It was criminal, he knew, but if that was the only thing going, then he would take it. If he didn’t, Mayumi and his mother would not survive.


“Tamon, walk time,” he said to the sleeping dog. Tamon jumped to his feet and headed for the door. The way he moved, it was like he’d been living in the apartment for years.


Most of the other residents in the apartment building were single. They all had daytime jobs and had already left for work, so there was nobody around to ask Kazumasa what a dog was doing there.


Kazumasa set off for a walk with Tamon, going nowhere in particular. He had looked up online how to care for a dog. One article said that dogs should be walked at least twice a day for more than thirty minutes each time.


Tamon kept pace with Kazumasa, never straining on the leash. He always stayed on Kazumasa’s left. He stopped to urinate on utility poles and signs, but that was all.


“Your owner sure did a good job training you.”


Kazumasa was impressed. The only dogs he’d known were small ones that yanked on their leash, went wherever they wanted, and yapped hysterically at every other dog or person they encountered. Tamon was clearly not that kind of dog. He walked with assurance, putting his trust in the human who held the leash, but not one hundred percent. He was the perfect partner.


Kazumasa went to turn left down a side street and almost knocked into Tamon. Tamon was trying to go right.


“Huh? You want to go that way?”


Kazumasa wasn’t heading anywhere special, so he decided to follow Tamon’s lead.


At the next side street Kazumasa tried to turn right, but Tamon resisted. He wanted to go straight ahead.


“We can’t go straight. It leads to the main road. It’ll be hard to walk there with all the people and cars,” Kazumasa said.


Tamon came to a halt, still facing straight ahead.


“Come on, buddy, this way.”


Kazumasa tugged on the leash, but then it dawned on him: Tamon was trying to go south.


“Hey, what’s down south? Your owner? Or maybe that’s where you used to live?”


Tamon looked at Kazumasa.


“If I knew where you wanted to go, I’d take you there. But I don’t, so I can’t help. Sorry, buddy.”


Kazumasa pulled lightly on the leash. This time Tamon obeyed him instantly. They turned right down a side street and continued walking.


So, Tamon wanted to go south. Kazumasa was sure of it.





KAZUMASA WAS RINSING OUT Tamon’s bowl when Numaguchi called.


“See the news?”


“Yeah.”


“Those guys are hot shit. Gotta hand it to them.”


“Who are they?”


“Dunno much. They started in Tokyo, then Osaka, and now they’re going around Japan. I got asked to look after them in Sendai, in return for a percentage of their loot.”


“I see.”


The last haul had been around 100 million yen. A small percentage of that would be several million yen. Numaguchi was still making a nice profit after paying Kazumasa his 200,000 yen.


“So, they’re on again next week.”


“Next week? For real? The cops’ll still be sniffing around.”


“That’s their MO. Move in, make a killing in a short time, then move on.”


Kazumasa stifled a sigh. There went his hope of regularly making 200,000 yen. Miguel and his gang were not going to hang around Sendai long.


“The one called Miguel says he likes your guardian angel. What’s he mean, guardian angel?”


“The dog.”


“That dog? Strange. Anyway, I’ll be in touch with details.”


“Gotcha. I’ll be waiting.”


Kazumasa hung up.


“I knew it was too good to last,” he said to Tamon.


Tamon turned to face Kazumasa. That’s how it goes, he seemed to say.





KAZUMASA’S MOTHER MAY HAVE forgotten who her son was, but she certainly didn’t forget Tamon.


She beckoned him into the room with a broad smile and patted him on the head, cooing, “Kaito, Kaito.” Tamon didn’t seem to object.


“Mayumi, got a minute?” Kazumasa called his sister into the kitchen.


“What’s up?”


“This. It’s not a lot, but put it toward something.”


He handed Mayumi the brown envelope. There was 100,000 yen inside.


Mayumi opened the envelope, then gave him a puzzled look.


“Where’d this come from?”


“Just a bit of extra income. I won at pachinko two days in a row.” Kazumasa gave the spiel he’d prepared.


“You’ve been gambling?” she demanded.


“Pachinko doesn’t count as gambling. I was just killing time and ended up winning.”


“Don’t get too excited and make a habit of it.”


“I won’t.”


“Anyway, thanks for this. It helps.” Mayumi pressed the envelope to her chest and nodded in gratitude.
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