
[image: Cover: The Finder, by Will Ferguson]

    
        Will Ferguson

        Scotiabank Giller Prize Winner for 419

        A Novel

        The Finder

    


Advance Praise for

THE FINDER


“Ferguson’s trademark wit abounds in this exuberant, entertaining, and unconventional novel.”

SHARI LAPENA, New York Times bestselling author of Someone We Know

“So much fun. Filled with memorable characters and exotic locations, Will Ferguson’s new book should be enjoyed by thriller fans, travel aficionados, and those who like a story where you have no idea where it’s going to take you. It’s an interesting and rewarding universe that Ferguson’s mind occupies. I want a cottage there.”

DREW HAYDEN TAYLOR, author of Chasing Painted Horses
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INSTANT NATIONAL BESTSELLER

A GLOBE AND MAIL BOOK OF THE YEAR


“Ferguson is a skillful and original writer, and overall, the novel is full of life.… The Shoe on the Roof’s lasting strength is in such sly jabs at the ‘alternative facts’ and deep divisions we’re now reckoning with, making it a tale for the times.”

The Globe and Mail

“Often laugh-out-loud funny despite its serious and tragic underpinnings. But it’s also thought-provoking, occasionally violent, and will likely stay with readers long after the last page is read.”

Calgary Herald

“Absurdly funny.”

Quill & Quire

“Another gem from this Giller Prize–winning author.”

Canadian Living
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WILL FERGUSON

WINNER OF THE SCOTIABANK GILLER PRIZE


“He bears comparison with North America’s leading satirists. But where Joseph Heller is heavy, Tom Wolfe is dark, and Carl Hiaasen is strident, Ferguson is light, bright, and very funny.”

Daily Mail

“Frequently and savagely ironic, he is also not afraid to declare his feelings—which means you trust both his humour and his insights.”

The Guardian

“A very gifted writer.”

BILL BRYSON, bestselling author

“Sometimes touching, sometimes amusing, and always true.”

Boston Globe

“Sharp-eyed and irreverent.”

Washington Post
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WINNER OF THE SCOTIABANK GILLER PRIZE


“Ferguson, who swings so deftly from humor to thriller, is a writer who can genuinely surprise.”

Toronto Star

“A deeply ironic, thoroughly engaged politico-philosophical thriller from a comic writer best known for winning a trio of Leacock Awards.… You won’t sleep until you finish, and then rest won’t come easily. Riveting. Provocative.”

The Globe and Mail

“Ferguson is a keen observer of landscapes and cityscapes, and has a brilliant ear for dialogue and accent.… You will never see those creative 419 emails in your inbox in quite the same way.”

The Gazette (Montreal)

“Tautly paced and vividly drawn, 419 captures the reader in a net of desire and deceit drawn tight by the interconnections of humanity in the twenty-first century.”

VINCENT LAM, Scotiabank Giller Prize–winning author of Bloodletting and Miraculous Cures

“A powerful read.… Ferguson is a heavy-weight now.”

Now (Toronto)
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It is only in fairy tales that coins glint clearly enough to be found.

—Heinrich Böll, The Clown




IN THE LAND OF THE Blind, the one-eyed man is not king, he is dangerous and possibly mad, and needs to be contained. Case in point:

On February 2, 1959, a small four-seater airplane crashed into a cornfield in Iowa in the middle of a snowstorm. On board were three legends of rock and roll: Buddy Holly, Ritchie Valens, and the Big Bopper. They’d been touring the Midwest in a bus with a broken heater. Shivering, tired, and miserable, Buddy Holly and the Big Bopper decided to hire a plane and fly to the next town, with Valens winning a coin toss for the last seat. It would go down in history as the day the music died.

Items retrieved from the crash site were tagged and stored as evidence. Among these were the Big Bopper’s wristwatch, smashed at the exact time of the plane crash; a set of dice they had used to kill time on the road; and Buddy Holly’s iconic horn-rimmed glasses. After the inquest, these same items were filed and forgotten.

In March 1994, fumigators sealed off the Mason City Courthouse and bombed the interior with pesticides. Soon after, coincidentally it would seem, Buddy Holly’s glasses appeared at an auction house, still tagged as evidence. They might have gone missing at any time during the previous forty years, perhaps retrieved by a grieving relative or a courthouse employee. Whatever tortuous route they took, when the glasses re-emerged, they sold for $670,000 and now sit in the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame in Cleveland, Ohio. And that’s where the story ends, we’re told.

One person was not convinced, however.

Gaddy Rhodes, a senior investigator with Interpol’s International Crimes Agency, the ICA as it is known, had recently flagged this forgotten news story, noting the name of the company that had performed the fumigation: TLT Pest Control. When she checked up on this, Gaddy discovered that TLT had long since vanished. That in itself was not suspicious; companies come and go all the time. But this one had appeared and disappeared on a single breath of air, it seemed, incorporating and dissolving all within a week. As far as she could tell, TLT had only ever performed that single on-site fumigation. The contract workers the company had hired remembered a small man in a mask and protective coveralls entering the building amid the fumes, but it was so long ago, who could say who the man was or whether he was even there? Memory so easily turns into myth.

A security cam image, dated two weeks earlier, now lay on the desk in front of her: a blur, barely there. Less a man than a shadow, a silhouette captured in front of a Japanese tomb. She was convinced, without any direct evidence, that this was the same person who had walked into the poisonous fumes of the Mason City Courthouse. Was Gaddy Rhodes deluded? Deceived? A one-eyed figure in the Land of the Blind? These were questions not easily answered.

She closed her laptop under the dim light of a swaying lamp. Considered whether she should leave a letter behind. Probably. But she couldn’t think of anyone to write to, so instead left only a brief note and inventory for her supervising officer in lieu of any final goodbye message:


To the attention of Lieutenant Addario, ICA:

Dear Andrea, if anything happens to me, anything at all, please ensure that the following items, recently recovered, are returned to their rightful owners: one (1) terracotta Buddha’s head, three (3) shards of funeral pottery, one (1) Icelandic chess piece (walrus tusk ivory, circa. 12th century).

Yours,

Agent G. Rhodes



The Buddha’s head, no bigger than her fist, along with the shards of funeral pottery, were sealed in plastic like pieces of a puzzle that didn’t quite fit together. Wearing cotton gloves to protect the patina, Gaddy held up the chess piece, examined it closely. A scowling bishop, crudely carved with bone tools, rescued from a forgotten drawer in Reykjavík, it was one of the missing pieces of the medieval Lewis chessmen, worth thousands on its own. The complete set? Tens of thousands. Millions, even. But without this missing bishop, the complete chessmen would never be assembled. She smiled. Looked to the photograph of the security-cam silhouette that was lying on her desk. Want it? Come and get it. I dare you.

She imagined a vast and infinite chessboard stretching out in front of her, invisible lines of attack radiating down endless avenues, an ever-expanding horizon of possibilities, and somewhere out there, the opponent she conjured into existence quietly waiting, silent and faceless, perhaps planning a countermove of his own. They strike at an angle, bishops. They come at you from the side. You might manage to catch sight of them from the corner of your eye, but by then it was too late. Was Rhodes the bishop or the pawn? That, too, was a difficult question to answer.

The floor lifted beneath her, hung in midair, then dropped down on a stomach soar of vertigo. A rap on the door, sharp and metallic. Rounded corners and rivets. Battleship gray. A voice on the other side: “Agent Rhodes? Onegai shimasu.”

Another swell, another sudden drop. Her cabin began to list.

The voice on the other side: “We are waiting. Everyone is waiting.”

She put the scowling bishop away, carefully peeled off the cotton gloves, tucked her handwritten note under the corner of the chessboard, and then stepped outside onto the deck of a Tsugaru-class patrol vessel, into the clear blue of the Okinawan seas.

A Japanese naval officer led her across to where the midrange search-and-rescue helicopter was tethered and waiting. Gaddy Rhodes, hair as insubstantial as corn silk, blowing every which way. Gaddy Rhodes, empty and awake.

Slowly, the blades began to turn.




PART ONE HERE BE DRAGONS: THE LONG BICYCLE RIDE OF OFFICER SHIMADA





A STEM FROM THE TEA leaves was floating in his cup, standing perfectly on end like a small omen.

“That’s good luck,” he said, leaning across the cluttered kitchen table to show his wife. She didn’t bother looking up from her magazine. She knew what a stem looked like.

“Mm,” she said.

He fished it out, gently, the way one might with an eyelash, flicked it to one side, drank down the rest of his morning ocha in a single, decisive swallow.

A tea stem, suspended like that? It foretold an auspicious day.

Police Inspector Atsushi Shimada, senior officer, Hateruma Island Substation, Okinawa Division, Japanese National Police Force, pushed himself up from the kitchen table with renewed purpose. “Well,” he said. “I suppose I had better go check on that foreigner.”

He spoke with resolve, as becoming his status. He was, after all, representing the entire precinct. Decorum was in order. As the sole officer assigned to a small island—a village, really, perched on a jagged bit of coral at the farthest reach of Japan—Officer Shimada was the Hateruma Police Department.

“Your shirt,” his wife said. “It’s not tucked in properly.”

Shimada’s wife, as portly as he was thin, didn’t bother looking up from her magazine for this, either. She didn’t need to; his shirt was always loose around the hips. As surely as her police officer husband was dressed in his uniform, she was dressed in hers: the standard-issue apron and headscarf of the Japanese Housewife. If she could keep her uniform in order, why couldn’t he? Mrs. Shimada unwrapped a sembei rice cracker on a crinkle of plastic, studied the glossy celebrity photo-spread in front of her. “Can’t believe she’s wearing that.”

Shimada shoved in his shirt, tightened his belt.

“Arrived yesterday,” he said. “Came in on the last ferry. A foreigner.” He wasn’t sure why he was using the formal gaikokujin instead of the more usual gaijin.

Tamura-san from the ferry port had stopped by earlier that morning, had stood at the front desk waiting patiently for Police Inspector Shimada, senior officer, Hateruma Island Substation, Okinawa Division, to appear.

Officer Shimada’s cement-walled home was attached to this police station by a single sliding door. Shimada stepped through and up to the counter, Tamura-san smiling his apology for having interrupted Shimada’s breakfast.

The two men exchanged nods.

“A foreigner, you say?”

“That’s right. On the last ferry.”

Foreigners came to Hateruma Island now and then, it wasn’t unheard of, and for much the same reason as Japanese: for the quiet beaches and flying fish and white sand, but mainly to stand, fist on hips, looking into the wind above the coral cliffs at Cape Takana so they could say, with a satisfied frown, “This is me at the end of Japan.” After that, there was nothing much to do but turn around and begin the long plod homeward, island-hopping by boat, ferry, and plane back to Naha City, back to the mainland of Japan, away. What made this foreigner any different?

“He was strange.”

“Foreigners are always strange.”

“Not strange. Agitated. Was alone, all by himself, not part of any tour group.”

“So… a backpacker. How is that strange?”

“Wasn’t a backpacker. Was lugging this really heavy, awkward duffel bag, wouldn’t let anyone carry it for him. Came all the way from Ishigaki Island, but had nowhere to stay when he got here, hadn’t called ahead or anything. We were tying up for the night when he approached us, all agitated-like. Kept saying ‘Firefly, firefly.’ ”

“Firefly?”

“He was trying to say ‘hotel.’ Took us a while to figure that out. The way he said it, sounded like ho-ta-ru. Firefly.”

“There are no fireflies on Hateruma. Not this time of year.”

“He wasn’t saying firefly, he was saying— Anyway. We pointed him to the guesthouse by the dock. You know the one, the widow’s place.”

How sad, thought Shimada. She was once a name, a wife, a person, was now was simply “the widow.” There were other widows on the island, but none so young. When her husband was swept away from that boat, he took her name with him.

“No children,” said Shimada, more to himself than to Tamura-san.

Shimada’s own children had long slipped free of Hateruma, one to college in Naha, another to Nagasaki. The outer islands were shedding young people like fireflies.

Tamura-san nodded. No children. A tragedy. “Anyway. I just thought, you know, I should tell you in case you wanted to check in, make sure she’s okay, the widow.”

After Tamura-san left, Senior Police Inspector Shimada had gone back to the kitchen table to finish his breakfast: miso soup, now cold in the bowl; a papyrus square of nori; yesterday’s rice. A cup of green tea with a single stem suspended. He made his decision.

“I’m going down to the dock.”

Why didn’t he say where he was really going, to the widow’s house? Was it because the other wives didn’t approve of her? Didn’t approve of her taking in guests so soon after her husband’s death? At night, people passing by had heard her singing to the radio, had spied her, framed by her kitchen window, dancing—swaying, really—not proper for someone in mourning. When Shimada heard these stories, he thought, Not dancing, just sad. Was that where his interest in this came from, not a foreigner alone and acting peculiar, but simply as pretext, an excuse to see the widow, to be asked inside? Or were there darker currents at play, ones that Shimada himself could barely articulate, a vague, ill-defined sense that this was a day heavy with portents, one that would end badly, perhaps; strangely, at the very least.

He cleared his throat. There was no reason to hide where he was really going. “Not the dock,” he said. “The guesthouse.”

“The widow?”

“That’s right. Thought I’d check in, make sure everyone is safe. The foreigner, I mean. He might be lost. Could be stranded.” Was he still speaking about the foreigner? Shimada stared at his wife, nested at their kitchen table, a plump daughter of the islands. Theirs had been an arranged marriage, and a happy one—or near enough. And yet, every year, he seemed to grow thinner and thinner. He could see it in the morning mirror, a gauntness that had perhaps always been there, waiting to come out.

Their kitchen, like the rest of the house, looked as though it had recently been stirred by a large wooden spoon. Lost objects were constantly emerging and then disappearing in the Shimada household. “Not lost,” his wife would scold. “Misplaced.”

Officer Shimada was a file in a folder in a cabinet in the corner of an office in a building half-forgotten. He knew that, had long come to accept his fate: to be overlooked. Police officers were regularly shuffled among posts, but Shimada had settled, or rather been abandoned, on Hateruma Island like an exile waiting for the war to end because no one had thought to call him home.

He sat at the kitchen table trying to remember who he was going to be.

Years ago, Police Inspector Shimada had been rotated out to Ishigaki, the unofficial “capital” of this particular cluster of islands, and he had reveled in the hubbub. Ishigaki had traffic lights and hotels and rhinestone pachinko parlors and black pearl beaches, but his wife missed her little isle, and he had dutifully applied for a return to exile. He’d felt partly relieved, partly resigned, partly defeated, like a prisoner returning from a day pass. He wondered if prisoners ever missed the prison.

And now this: Abrasive Tokyo accents, filling their messy home. Feigned laughter, cries of “Uso!” and “Subarashiiii!” One of NHK’s morning talk shows, bright and relentlessly sunny, had taken over: bits of news and titterings of gossip with large dollops of banter in between.

“Shhh,” his wife said. “My show.”

The small TV in the kitchen, perched beside the rice cooker, next to the dish rack, in front of the toaster oven, on top of the oven mitts, was frantic with banter. He could set his watch by his wife’s viewing habits: talk shows in the morning, variety programs in the afternoon, detective dramas after dark. Those last ones were particularly engrossing: dark tales of distant cities, of plucky female sleuths and world-weary pros, the complex machinations of housewives and hapless salarymen broiling in blackmail and infidelity, beamed in like distress signals from that semi-mythical realm known as “the rest of Japan.” Staged laughter in the morning, staged dramas at night, followed monthly by feigned passions in the bedroom after the lights were doused. He could set his calendar by that as well.

Shimada picked up his police cap, tugged it snuggly into place, adjusted the brim and checked that his name was pinned properly. Short sleeves and no tie for the summer months (hardly distinguishable in the subtropics of southern Japan, but the nation ran on Tokyo time and Tokyo seasons, so a summer uniform it was).

“I’m off then.”

Without taking her eyes from the TV, she said, “Don’t forget your gun.”

This irritated him immensely. He hadn’t forgotten his gun; it was locked up, as per protocol, in the adjoining police station. It didn’t seem proper to show up at the widow’s home, armed, just to check on one of her guests. His wife was right, though: a sidearm was required while on patrol. She was always right. It was one of her more annoying habits.

“I didn’t forget,” he said, but she wasn’t listening.

The morning show was now presenting a sneak peek of this evening’s detective drama. “It wraps up tonight!” gushed one of the hosts, full of breath. Cut to: a scar-chinned villain in a sharkskin suit standing under a streetlamp while a housewife waited, furtive in the shadows, ready to turn the tables. The tables were always being turned in these dramas. It was the one thing you could count on: if there was a table, it would be turned. “Kowai!” squealed the same host when they cut back to the studio. Looks scary!

Hateruma’s kōban police station, a “police box” as it was more commonly known, was little more than a cement-walled cylindrical kiosk attached to the house behind it. Officer Shimada’s service revolver was in the gun rack along with the precinct’s shotgun and riot shield, never used. (How a single officer would go about containing a riot was never properly explained to him.) He threaded the holster through his belt, tucked in his uniform (again), rummaged around in the drawer for an English-language phrasebook: Nationality please? Japanese law requires that you present a valid passport upon request. He wouldn’t try to render the mashed-yam sounds of English himself, would just point to the questions as needed.

Being the only police officer on Hateruma Island and manning its only police desk mainly involved giving directions to visitors. That and overseeing a lost-and-found box: cell phones and wallets mainly, usually pebble-dashed with sand, along with forgotten trinkets and orphaned earrings and other oddments, even the occasional damp towel, which he would accept in as begrudging a manner as possible. “This is a police station,” he would harrumph, “not a hotel customer service desk.” But this only confused the matter, as there were no hotels on Hateruma Island, just a series of guesthouses and rented rooms. “A hotel? Really? Where?”

The only crimes, as such, were ones of disorderly conduct (drunkards and battling in-laws primarily), minor acts of vandalism (boys breaking bottles behind the bento shop), and the occasional petty theft (as often as not perpetrated by the same bottle-breaking boys). He had once been called in by an irate sugarcane farmer whose backhoe had been pushed onto its side. The farmer had blamed a neighbor with whom he’d been having an ongoing territorial spat, accusing said neighbor of encroaching on his property. A further escalation of the feud was averted when, upon examination of the crime scene, Police Inspector Shimada had determined that the farmer’s backhoe had been parked at too steep an angle on too soft a soil and had toppled over on its own accord. No charges were laid. It was the biggest case he’d ever worked on, and he still had the letter of commendation from the main office on Ishigaki Island for having resolved the issue so punctually.

Shimada slipped the English phrasebook into his shirt pocket, turned the ON PATROL sign over, and stepped out into the shrill heat of midmorning. In the report prepared later by the Ishigaki main police station, investigators would ask why the sole officer on duty had not entered the requisite information into his daily log: where he was going, who he was planning to interview and why. But of course, by the time these questions were being asked, it no longer mattered.

The trill of cicadas. A heavy weight in the air. Shimada straightened his collar while grandmothers in cotton bonnets and billowing smocks bicycled past: a uniform as surely as the short pants and peaked caps of the elementary school students that flowed by twice a day—out in the morning, back in the afternoon: the ebb and flow of running feet and laughter. Fewer feet and less laughter every year.

In front of the Hateruma police box stood a weathered noticeboard displaying photographs of Japan’s Most Wanted, a parade of mug shots more ceremonial than practical. Fugitives never fled to Hateruma. Why would they? It would be like sprinting down a long hallway with no exit, like leapfrogging across poorly spaced stepping-stones only to find yourself surrounded by open water and deep currents. When you reached Hateruma, you had run out of Japan to cross. From here, you could only turn around and retrace your steps back to the world, much like the tourists who came to stand facing the wind at Cape Takana.

Shimada considered taking the island’s lone patrol car; it added a certain dignity—he could imagine the young widow being secretly impressed—but opted instead for the precinct’s official bicycle. In a car, one could drive clean across Hateruma Island, end to end, in ten minutes. Pedaling took twenty-five. From the police station to the port, less than twelve. A short ride, yet also very long, depending on one’s state of mind.

He unlocked the bicycle, checked the tires. A little soft, but not worth looking for the pump.

The southernmost police box in Japan was right beside the southernmost post office, which was just down the lane from the southernmost elementary school, tucked in behind shaggy fernlike stands of sago palm trees—the southernmost such trees in Japan. Tamura-san’s wife ran an izakaya restaurant, which proclaimed itself “the southernmost izakaya in Japan!” Everything was the southernmost something down here. If you opened an umbrella stand it would be the southernmost umbrella stand in Japan. Which is to say, at that very moment, Senior Inspector Shimada, Hateruma Island Substation, was the southernmost police officer in all of Japan, with the entire Japanese nation balanced swordlike above him and no one at his side. He was on his own.

ISLANDS OF THE BLACK CURRENT

THE LANE WAS LEAFY WITH bamboo, the shadows playing along the wall of his home as Shimada leaned down to check the chain. Recent rains had left a patina of rust on the gears, but otherwise good. How had he ended up here?

How does anyone end up anywhere?

Officer Shimada was born and raised on a larger island, farther north, and as a child Hateruma had seemed so far away, it hardly existed. So when he found himself posted here—rather than, say, amid the neon glow of US military bases on Okinawa’s main island—it was as though he had fallen off the map, had landed in an upside-down world, vaguely familiar, yet oddly distorted. Even its name was lonely. Hate-no-Uruma, “the last reef,” an island of coral at the far end, a reminder that beyond this final outpost there was only open water, heavy seas, starry skies, and dragons.

Hateruma was the outer edge of the outer edge, the last island in the last cluster of what had once been a kingdom of the sea: the Kingdom of Ryukyu, with its own language and religion, its own trade routes and intrigues, its own treaties and alliances, legends and lore, death chants and court poetry, the darker olive complexions a reminder of older migrations, of Polynesian forebears and open-sea journeys in rudimentary canoes. Crossing open ocean in a canoe, thought Shimada. Can you imagine such a feat?

It was a kingdom based not on conquest but commerce, part of a mercantile network that reached as far as Java and Siam, Formosa and Shanghai, Malaysia and Macau. The cotton grown in Okinawa could be traced to the arid plains of Afghanistan, and the islands’ feral ponies to the steppes of Mongolia, such was the extent of the Great Loo-Choo’s trade routes, as the kingdom was known in the inner courts of China’s Ming dynasty.

This was a point of pride among Okinawans, even now. Ryukyu seafarers were plying the Straits of Malacca when their Japanese cousins were still struggling with the swirling currents between China and Japan. Ryukyu scholars were being entertained in the Great Halls of the Ming, while their Japanese counterparts could only look on in sullen envy. Rice wine from Bangkok, pottery from Pusan, silks from China, spices from Indonesia. All gone. With the Japanese invasion and eventual subjugation, the kingdom became a colony, the colony a prefecture, and the prefecture a quiet backwater. Lost in the sea.

But here the history turned dark. With the advent of World War II, Japan rediscovered Okinawa—with a vengeance. Under military rule, Japan would turn these islands into an armed bastion, and the people of this in-between dominion would pay a heavy price. Were they even Japanese? When the soldiers of the Emperor waded ashore, bayonets raised, they found that the older islanders couldn’t even speak the language of their conquerors. They were the colonized. A lower caste, less than human.

The kingdom was gone, and Hateruma remained mainly as an afterthought, a crumbling outpost, a vague memory, more an apparition than anything real. Officer Shimada knew this all too well: The past is a lost continent. It lingers in the undergrowth, half-hidden in family tombs and funeral rites, in dialectal turns of phrase, in the dance steps and hand gestures, in that strange parallel realm of folk creatures and ghosts, in the sharp taste of the gōya melon, a fruit so bitter it is almost inedible.

There were smatterings of outsiders on Hateruma Island, people who washed in and out like so much tidal flotsam: schoolteachers, doctors at the medical clinic, pilots before they closed the airport, and even—Shimada supposed—Shimada himself. Outsiders aside, on an island like Hateruma, everyone was someone’s cousin. The surnames circulated, and nicknames lasted for generations. An island of sugarcane farmers and small-scale fishers. And goats.

Lots of goats. They seemed to outnumber the human population at times. Shimada remembered the son of one sugarcane farmer, still young and plagued with ideas, who decided to import more pliant, fat-tailed sheep instead. They kept falling off cliffs. Sheep were not as sure-footed or as resourceful as your typical hardscrabble goat. Goat Island, Shimada thought, as he walked his bicycle down the alley beside the station. That’s what they should have named it. An outpost of goats in the middle of the sea. Whether tethered or running free, ripping up scrub grass from among the coral or chewing thoughtfully on sugarcane, Hateruma’s goats were treated like communal pets as much as they were livestock—albeit pets that ended up in cooking pots. He’d never eaten so much goat stew. Goat stew and sugarcane sweets.

Like bamboo, sugarcane is rigid and jointed. But where bamboo is hollow, sugarcane is densely packed, thick, and wetly fibrous, with a pulpy interior. In Japan, every clan worthy of a name has its own family crest, a mon: whether a bird or a flower, a falcon’s feather or a bent-cross swastika, the symbols were ancient and almost endless. Officer Shimada was descended from a lesser line—retainers to an adjutant to an adviser to the royal house of Okinawa—and as such, had a mon of his own: a bamboo stalk with leaves. Hollow, but alive. He had no doubt that if his wife’s family had had a mon, it would have been sugarcane. Pulpy and rich. Perhaps they should have called it Sugarcane Island, he thought.

He was alongside his house, still he hadn’t left. Why was he lingering with his bicycle, like an eavesdropper at a funeral?

Through the side window, he could hear the muffled laughter of his wife’s TV. A twelve-minute bike ride to the dock—he had timed it one dull afternoon—and with a wobble and a shift of his holster he pushed off, down the lane and toward the sea, bell ringing as he went.

Shimada’s wife was listening for the sound of his departure, and when she heard her husband pedal away, she flipped open her phone and texted her lover: Not tonight, maybe tomorrow. We have guests. (They didn’t have guests; her detective drama was wrapping up and she wanted to know how the tables would be turned this time around.) Her lover would be distraught, and there was some satisfaction in that. On an island like Hateruma, infidelity was as much about boredom as desire, but her moping young schoolteacher from Naha, alone in his moldering apartment, had mistaken this for love in much the same manner that the tourists who straggled in mistook Hateruma for the end of Japan. It wasn’t. There were other islands farther out—there are always other islands farther out—islands beyond Hateruma, but still in Japanese territory: half-moon atolls and semi-submerged reefs, sharp rocks shredding the surface; they just weren’t inhabited. One could never reach the end of Japan, because the end of Japan was unreachable. Her young schoolteacher was clinging to one such rock. Or was it a buoy? A small light lost at sea.

She unwrapped another sembei.

That her husband, trained in the art of investigation and detection, had not a clue about this affair (or the others) only added to the frisson, such as it was. Why was she still volunteering at the school’s parent-teacher society, long after their own children had gone? Why was there always a bustle of activity when a new crop of young teachers arrived? He had never bothered to ask, and she had never bothered to answer. Arrivals and departures. Lives, intersecting. And somewhere in the middle, the unexpected appearance of a foreigner arriving on the last ferry, agitated and alone, lugging a heavy duffel bag and asking about fireflies.

LION-DOGS AND TURTLEBACK TOMBS

ON OBJECTS THAT ARE HIDDEN just below the surface:

Once a year, at the lowest ebb tide of spring, on the tropical island Shimada grew up on, a massive coral reef emerges from the sea like Atlantis. His earliest memory was of crowds on the shore, plastic pails in hand, waiting for this reef to appear so they could wade out over shallow layers of salt water, hurrying to gather shellfish and loose chunks of premium coral before the reef sank back down again. It was an illusion, of course. As his father explained, the reef never moved, only the sea. The reef remained: always there, but out of sight.

The island of his childhood lay low along the water, so low it had been completely submerged during the reptilian age and was—a rarity in Okinawa—snake-free. Wild boars rooted through the melon groves, vexing farmers who stalked them with ancient hunting rifles. But no snakes. Never snakes.

Not so Hateruma.

This small island was rife with habu, a particularly lethal strain of pit viper that seemed to exist as much in the imagination as in the underbrush. They were ghostlike, these habu, rarely seen but very real. Irritable and aggressive, they lay in wait, two meters long at times and loosely coiled, ready to lash out. The Japanese had a saying: These four things are the most terrifying: earthquake, thunder, fire, and father. On Hateruma, they might add a fifth: habu. The habu of Hateruma moved through the shadows with a sibilant ease, in and out of abandoned lots and grassy fields, through crumbling tombs and unkempt yards. Night dwellers that fed on rodents, habu were notoriously unimpressed by humans. Their venom worked quickly, on a cellular level, breaking down the body from within, turning their victim’s innards into a pink slurry. It was a decidedly painful way to die.

The island’s medical clinic had antitoxin on hand, as did the police station, and on occasion a tourist who had stepped on a sharp stick would rush in, shrieking for an antidote. But there was no antidote for fear, and the habu’s effects—like its presence—were more insidious than real. Dragons of the mind.

The island Shimada grew up on took pride in its streetlights and pedestrian malls, even a KFC and a MOS Burger. It was anchored in the modern era. Hateruma belonged to another age entirely, a snake-riddled realm, thick with older idioms. He’d noticed this when he first moved here, how the locals, instead of saying “Take care!” on parting, as was the norm in most of Japan, would say instead “Take care, and watch out for habu.” Habu ni kiwotsukete. It was something he had never gotten used to, any more than he had gotten used to the bottles of awamori liquor that were sold with pickled habu floating inside, jaws agape and fangs bared, or the dried sea snakes that were peddled as elixirs in dusty shops. He understood that this sort of bravado was a way of facing one’s fears, of confronting those things that lurked in the shadowy undergrowth, but none of that made it any less queasy, any less unsettling.

Shimada on his bicycle.

He rattled down narrow lanes, past jumble-stacked coral walls. The wisteria was in bloom, faintly aromatic, and they hung over the walls, pink and blue and ripe, like grapes on the vine.

The walls of Hateruma, hand-piled over generations from rough-cut coral limestone, formed a loose labyrinth in the heart of the village. Like the leather-leafed fukugi trees that crowded the homes he bicycled past, these coral walls acted as windbreaks. They provided protection from monsoon rains and typhoon winds, just as the wide-hipped rooftops of the homes behind them, with their wraparound verandas, provided wellsprings of shade in the summer, pools of cooled air, a refuge from the punitive heat. The walls also kept the world back a step. For Shimada, these rugged blocks of coral, loosely piled yet immovable, were clotted with shadows and secrets.

Behind these walls, massive roofs rose up, heavy and propped above the modest homes below. And such roofs they were! Grand and lordly, with terra-cotta tiles and ceramic lion-dogs perched atop, demon chasers, rooftop protectors. These were the shī-sā who stood guard over hearth and home, gargoyle-like in their ferocity. The shī-sā lion-dogs kept evil from entering, but Shimada found them unnerving in their own right, especially when, bicycling past, he seemed to make eye contact with one.

A parallel village appeared, hidden in the groves, standing at the roadsides. A village of the dead.

Okinawa’s ancestral tombs represented rites older than anything found in mainland Japan. Elsewhere, Japanese might cremate their familial remains, but not in Okinawa. Entire ancestral lines were interred in these tombs. Once constructed out of coral, now cement, round at the rear and flaring outward at the front, they’d been dubbed “turtlebacks,” kameko-baka. But they were actually built to resemble wombs. Life, returning to its source. Visitors might stumble upon these tombs anywhere: beside a parking lot, behind a grocer’s, next to a school, nestled in someone’s backyard. In Okinawa, the dead inhabited the same space as the living.

The souls of these dead were a long time departing; it took thirty-three years to cross over. Rites and rituals helped them along on their journey. As Shimada pedaled past a clutch of such tombs, he wondered what it might have been like to hide inside one of them, among the bones and decaying flesh of one’s kin. He couldn’t imagine. But during the Battle of Okinawa, that’s exactly what happened, both on the main island and elsewhere: entire families, terrified and starved, taking refuge from the American maelstrom outside in darkened tombs where habu and ghosts dwelled, a world of hungry ghosts and restless souls, and it occurred to Shimada as he pedaled on that perhaps the foreigner was one such restless ghost.

Perhaps the foreigner’s descendants had fallen lax, neglected his grave, forgotten to offer the proper prayers or foods. Maybe this foreigner who had washed up on Shimada’s shores was simply a soul untethered. It would certainly explain the agitation.

He was traversing boundaries, the spirit tracks that crisscrossed the island. Buddhism had barely made an imprint on Hateruma—there were no temples anywhere—but the older religions were still very much in evidence, one just needed to know where to look, and how. Hateruma was overlaid with invisible prayer routes and sacred areas, utaki as they were known, rarely marked but always there, much like the spectral paths of the habu or the wanderings of ancestral ghosts. Contact points with the Nirai Kanai, the Other World, the utaki were everywhere—and nowhere. Sometimes it felt like a fairy tale to Shimada, a child’s story deserving of a small, indulgent smile. At other times, it felt as though the entire island were one extended utaki.

When Shimada had first arrived at his post, the retiring inspector before him advised Shimada not to trespass on these spots. “Best not to enter any area the islanders consider sacred,” he said. “They take that sort of stuff seriously out here.”

But the utaki could be anywhere, in a forested grove or a tramped-down clearing, beside a field, even hidden inside a coral cave. “How will I know?” he asked, to which the retiring inspector had laughed and said, “You’ll know it when someone comes out and yells at you.”

There were utaki that even the locals avoided except on certain equinoctial cycles. Older calendars, lunar arcs. It confounded his sense of order.

When he’d met and married his wife, Shimada had asked her how many utaki there were on Hateruma. “Three,” she’d said.

“Just three?”

“Three main ones. Five secondary ones. And another that encompasses the sea.”

“So”—he counted it on his fingers—“nine?”

“Oh no, more than that.” There were any number of minor utaki as well. “And some of the minor ones are more important than the major ones,” she explained with a cheerful lack of clarity. He felt dizzy trying to make sense of it.

“There is no sense to make,” his wife said. “It just is.”

As hard as it was for Shimada to believe, Hateruma Island was still under the sway of noro priestesses, women who acted as envoys to the Other Side, a human chain that stretched back into prehistory, older than Buddhism, older than Japan. Shimada had come across scorched earth in bamboo groves, blackened stones outside coastal caves, had wondered whether a nascent arsonist was in their midst only to be told, no, these were the work of the noro, drawing the gods out in order to placate and petition Hateruma’s obstinately moody deities. They always needed praising and prodding, these island gods.

He’d seen one such ritual early on, at the sea’s edge, a young woman in white robes falling into a trance and then wading out only to return, cleansed and cold, robes clinging to her, as drums kept a doleful beat on the shore. When stronger rites were needed, the noro would sacrifice goats, sending out the severed heads on a makeshift raft that was intentionally designed to sink beneath the surface.

Noro priestesses were no mere conjurers. When the spirits inhabited them, they didn’t merely speak for the gods, they were gods. Temporary gods, but gods nonetheless. In Hateruma, their status remained, stubborn and impenetrable and ancient and absolutely maddening to outsiders like Shimada.

A team of researchers from a university in Osaka had come tromping through, not so long ago, looking for tales of the noro. They called themselves anthropologists, folklorists, but really, they were thieves. That was how his wife put it. Here to record for posterity what was already timeless. They had contacted his wife when they first arrived. But why? Why his wife, of all people? It was Shimada’s first inkling of something moving below the surface. When was that, three years ago? Four? They’d brought in a woman from Australia as well, or maybe America, he couldn’t recall. The Japanese interpreter, from Tokyo, a keen young woman fascinated by “island ways,” was soon bogged down in frustration and ambiguity while trying to translate Okinawan terms for the foreigner. These were concepts that barely fit into Japanese, let alone English. The women sat around a table as Shimada hovered in the background, listening in, but it soon became clear that they not only spoke different languages, they also inhabited entirely different worlds: his wife, the foreign woman, the lady from the Japanese university. No stories changed hands that day, not as far as Shimada was aware.

“We don’t like to talk about it,” his wife said over sashimi and grated daikon, after the other women had left in a flurry of bows and overly polite thank yous. Japanese were always so much more formal than Okinawans.

Mrs. Shimada dipped a small slab of mahi-mahi into the vinegared sauce, dripped it across the table to her plate.

During the interview, she’d let slip that several of her childhood friends had been high priestesses, and now that the others had gone, Shimada asked, “Is that true?”

“Sure. You know Mrs. Kagawa?”

“The one who owns the sweets shop?”

“That’s right. She was a top-notch priestess back in the day, when she was younger.”

Shimada stopped, chopsticks poised midair, hovering over the loosely arranged plate of sashimi. “Mrs. Kagawa? The one who’s always off-key at karaoke? The one who forgets to bring her futon in at night? Her?”

“She was the head noro. Her daughter has taken over now.”

“Her daughter, the public nurse? The one with the wonky eye?”

“That’s the one.”

“But she’s—she’s medically trained. In science. Surely she’s not some sort of magician as well.”

His wife laughed. “People can live in more than one world.” She delicately shoveled more slices of the fast-melting fish into her mouth, and at that moment he knew—knew without having to ask—that his wife had also been, perhaps still was, a noro of the under-realm herself. She smiled at her husband as she chewed.


THE DOOR TO NUMBER FOUR

HE COULD FEEL IT IN his thighs now, the gradual rise in elevation, had to lean forward to avoid changing gears (he only had the three to choose from), could hear his breath whistle in his chest as he approached the height of land—little more than a subtle swell in topography; but on an island as level as Hateruma, that was all that was needed. Beyond these heights, such as they were, the road began its long, graceful descent toward the harbor. His pedaling was done. Officer Shimada could now coast to whatever it was that was waiting for him at the end of this. He picked up speed, avoiding his brakes, arcing from one curve to the next, his tightly tugged police cap almost flying off at times.

Along the way, he passed the island’s forlorn cement factory, where a chalky taste hung in the air, and, soon after, the sugarcane processing plant and the island’s distillery, where Hateruma’s version of awamori was aged in clay vats much the way bodies were stored in tombs. Sixty proof and highly flammable, spiced with cinnamon and honey on occasion to lessen the blow, but still lethal, awamori was the island’s liquor of choice. Folk legends told of a drunkard who, having overimbibed, put a lit cigarette into his mouth the wrong way and set his insides on fire. Just a story, to be sure, but Shimada had never developed a taste for this witch’s brew either way. He had only ever drunk it down, deeply and wholly, once, on the night of the dry wood. That was how he thought of the moment he discovered his wife’s infidelities.

It was a sliding door that did it, the swollen wood having first expanded with humidity and then dried over time, a common problem on Hateruma, where doors often stuck, often didn’t close properly. Officer Shimada was coming back from a night of beer at the izakaya, was walking down a lane past the junky backyards of the teachers’ residences, two-floor row housing, lined up, in poor repair. The coral walls that surrounded Hateruma’s homes did more than protect against typhoons, they also shielded inhabitants from their neighbors’ gaze. Several of the walls out back of the teacherage had crumbled into piles of rubble, and as Shimada made his way down the lane, warmed by beer and good cheer, he saw, under the light of a partial moon, a sliver of brightness from one of the rooms. A back door hadn’t slid closed all the way, leaving a noticeable gap, and Shimada, ever the policeman and concerned over possible burglars and (equally unlikely) wayward habu, decided to investigate.

As he approached the back door, he stopped. Could see a pair of plastic slippers in the rear entranceway. His wife’s. Shimada recognized the broken strap and skewed daisies over the toeholds, even the way they had been kicked to one side—she never bothered to stop and line them up, as was considered proper protocol—and as he stood there, Shimada heard laughter coming from inside. A laughter that was very familiar. And he knew: His wife hadn’t been at a sick friend’s. She was administering to other needs.

When Shimada got back to the station, he grabbed hold of a bottle of awamori, given as a gift on some congratulatory milestone, never opened, and drove the island’s sole patrol car down, and then onto, the beach. He threw it into park, stumbled to the water’s edge, and drank the liquor straight from the bottle, burning all the way down.

That was the night he saw the sea turtle.

He was lying on his back, staring up unfocused at the Milky Way, feeling unsteady and unsure. He missed her already, the wife he thought she used to be, her loud laugh and daikon legs. That’s the problem with marriage, even one astutely arranged through a matchmaker: love always gets tangled up, like seaweed in a net.

Shimada under the moon, listening to the sigh and slap of waves along the shore, the shh-shh-shh of slippers on tatami, and he knew that nothing would really change. That was perhaps the worst part.

He heard a splash, sat up, shirt crusted with sand. Another splash, softer than the first. Was it just the sea among the mangroves? Mangroves were strange creatures. Saltwater trees able to live in brackish waters, roots like legs—“walking trees,” they were called—they had colonized the tropical coastlines of Okinawa. Here they formed an ominous-looking wall along the beach amid the ebb and swirl of murky waters. But it wasn’t the mangroves and it wasn’t tidal waters he was hearing. It was a sea turtle, pulling itself out of the ocean, wet and rare and greenish-blue in the night. It lifted its head, looked around. It was an old man’s head squinting at the world with eyes at once wise and weary—and the wise are so often weary. It blinked, slowly, then slid back into the waters of the South China Sea, pushing itself into the foam, disappearing as cleanly as a dream. Shimada watched it go, could chart the turtle’s path below the water, in the trail it left behind.

When he got home, his wife tutted, “Your bath. It’s gone cold.”

“How’s your friend?” he asked, demanded.

“Better.”

He waited for her to confess, but she didn’t.

“Good,” he said. I’m sure he is. I’m sure he’s much better.

Officer Shimada had left his patrol car on the beach, had backed it up above the line of detritus that marked high tide and had made the long, drunken walk home alone.

“Nami—” he said, for that was her name. But she didn’t let him finish.

“You can’t take a bath now,” she said. “It’s too late and you’re too drunk. I’ll go drain the tub, heat up water for a shower instead.” Every year, drunken husbands drowned in bathtubs across Japan, often suspiciously so.

Nami. It means “wave.”

“I’m not drunk,” he said. He was the opposite of drunk. He was awake.

But Nami had already left to drain the water, and he was now talking to himself. He stared down at the tabletop. “I saw a sea turtle,” he said.

And now, here he is coasting into sunlight, down to the docks where the widow is waiting, standing outside her home, a pained smile on her plain face, hair parted and pulled back, streaks of early gray evident even from here, surprising in someone not yet old.

She was wearing the same apron as his wife; there were only two clothing stores on the island, so it was a coin toss when it came to shopping. The widow bowed as he rolled up, bobbing from the waist. “Good morning, Mr. Walkabout.” It was an affectionate term for policemen in Japan, even when they arrived by bicycle. It suggested someone turning circles.

Shimada came to a stop, bowed in return, still straddling his bicycle.

“You knew I was coming?”

“Your wife phoned.”

“Ah.” It was Mrs. Shimada’s way of saying, by way of cheery reminder, “I know where he is, you know that I know, and I want you to know that he knows that I know.”

Shimada dismounted, pushed his bike onto the stone-covered gutter in front of the widow’s door, kicked the stand down. Didn’t bother with the lock.

The guesthouse was a squat cement-walled arrangement, a study in muddy colors much like Shimada’s. On Hateruma you had two choices: wooden homes that breathed but tended to rot, or drab cement structures that did neither. The amenities offered at the widow’s guesthouse were simple to the point of severe: four separate rooms out back, each with its own door opening onto the outside. Beds, not futons, and cement floors rather than tatami, which was just as well. Tatami would have gone soft with mildew in the wet air of Hateruma. Shimada found his own cement-walled home suffocating at times, missed the dank scent of wood and tatami that he’d grown up with. (Whenever he dropped by the older homes on Hateruma, he always made a point of taking a deep breath, inhaling the smell of it, the calm of it.) If nostalgia had a smell, it would smell like aged tatami.

Fortunately for the widow, her clientele wasn’t overly concerned with aesthetics. Dockworkers and road crews mainly. The occasional government inspector who had missed the last boat back. The pier was a short downhill walk from there; hers was the last home in Hateruma, and as they stood in the glare outside, Shimada could hear the distant bellow of an incoming ferry, a low bassoon above the high cry of cicadas.

It was hot out. They agreed on that, and after further pleasantries and concerns about the weather and the asking after one’s health—mandatory in such situations—Shimada-san cleared his throat. “So…” he said, letting the unasked question hang in the air.

The widow’s smile grew more pained. “He arrived last night.”

Shimada knew that smile. It was a smile of distress, a smile of extreme discomfort, a smile that foreigners often mistook for friendliness, an invitation to come closer when it was in fact a polite hand raised to keep you at a distance. He had seen that smile at the memorial, that smile of pain. A husband washed away, never to resurface. She’d had to bury an empty tomb. No children, and bones gone missing.

“American?”

“English. He wrote his passport in the guestbook. ‘UK’ means English, right?”

They’d built the guesthouse near the docks so that her husband could be close to his boat, the same boat that had returned empty, found floating off the coast, swamped with seawater. It was tied up at the pier even now, within sight of the guesthouse. Shimada took out his notepad, tried to clear his thoughts. Clicked his pen authoritatively several times, but didn’t write anything down. What was it like to see your husband’s boat every morning when you stepped outside to shake the doormats or hang up the laundry? Was it a blessing? Or a curse?

“He was jumpy, looking around, like he was waiting for someone to show up.”

“Afraid?”

“I think so. He kept saying ‘Ichi-ban minami? Doko? Doko?’ ” The most south? Where? Where?

“He could speak Japanese?” Perhaps Shimada wouldn’t need the embarrassing ritual of the phrasebook after all.

“He did, yes.”

“How?”

“Like all foreigners, badly.”

Shimada nodded. “Age?”

“Hard to say, isn’t it? They always look so much older than they are. Could have been forty. Could have been twenty-two. I’m not really sure. Red hair. Maybe yellow. Large nose. He was loud, but not angry, just, you know, loud.” She was describing every foreigner that ever lived, the foreigner in the Mind of God. “He wasn’t very tall, though. Not for a foreigner. He was—your size. Kind of petite.”

That stung.

“May I?” he asked.

“Certainly.”

She ushered him into her home, through the sliding doors, and he stepped up, out of his shoes and into a pair of guest slippers.

“He didn’t come out for breakfast,” she said by way of apology for not having cleared the plates before the officer arrived. “I thought it might be evidence of some sort. Best left undisturbed.”

Shimada could see the rolled omelet and fried fish still at the table like offerings to an absent god, the way one might leave oranges and mochi at a family altar, more as a gesture than for any actual sustenance.

“I went to check on him,” she said. He could hear the waver in her voice.

They walked through the dim interior of the kitchen to the back door, stepped out of the guest slippers and into outdoor ones—memories of his wife’s errant footwear gnawing at the edge—then along a shaggy path behind the house, past a row of bicycles in a rusted rack, reserved for guests, he imagined. Four rooms. Four racks. Three bicycles.

Shimada would have asked about the missing bike, but the widow had pushed on, was calling to him over her shoulder.

“I don’t know if he’s out, or just not answering. Maybe foreigners are heavy sleepers.” But she didn’t sound convincing, even to herself.

“Perhaps,” said Shimada. Tabun. That all-purpose Japanese phrase, evasive, polite, fraught with meaning. Maybe.

The guestrooms had doors that opened directly onto an overgrown and, it must be said, neglected backyard garden, a tanglement of weeds barely kept at bay. A breeding ground for habu, he was sure.

“I knocked and I knocked,” she said. “But he wouldn’t open the door.”

The widow jangled her keys, trying to find the correct one. They were now standing directly outside the last door. A faded number 4 was painted on it. Unlucky, that, the number four. It meant “death.” Strange she hadn’t skipped it; most hotels and guest inns went directly from three to five.

She segregated the correct key, saw him looking at the number on the door. “I’m not superstitious,” she said. “Never have been.”

Perhaps you should be.

The wooden veneer on the door was rotting from the bottom up, black mold reaching partway toward the handle. She hesitated, voice dropping to a whisper. “I heard him when I came out at night to empty the wash pail. In his room, behind his door, arguing to himself, almost shouting.”

“Alone?”

She nodded. “I wasn’t sure if he was on his cell phone or just…” She twirled a finger around her temple. Crazy.

“Maybe.”

Shimada straightened his shoulders, leaned forward, and hammered on the door in a virile and by no means petite manner, calling out as gruffly as he could—in English. “Police! Please!” The way he pronounced it, they sounded like the same word.

Nothing.

He nodded to the widow, who, with hands slightly trembling, slid the key into the lock and pulled down on the handle. The door swung open and Shimada stepped through, into the darkness on the other side.



FUMBLING FOR THE CORD ON the overhead light, Shimada took a moment for his eyes to adjust as the florescent tubes flickered and buzzed into life.

The bed hadn’t been slept in. That was the first strange thing. The cover was still pulled straight, sheets crisply turned down, no discernible indents on the pillow. Shimada caught his own reflection staring back at him, eyes hooded by the overhead glare. He was looking at the mirror above the washbasin. No bathroom—that was in the house, shared with the other guests—but each room did have a faucet and a hand towel and a small square of soap, still unwrapped. And a mirror to peer into.

In the mirror, Shimada could see a large, misshapen shadow sprawled on the floor next to the bed, and now his hand was on his holster and his chest was tight. He stepped wide, around the bed. Waiting for him on the other side was neither a slumbering demon nor an ambush brewing but only a large duffel bag, unzipped and gaping, empty.

Not quite.

The officer crouched down while the widow stayed back, watching from the doorway. Inside the duffel bag was some loose dirt, a fragment of what looked to be pottery, and—he opened the bag wider—a block of money, shrink-wrapped in plastic.

Shimada reached in, pulled out more blocks of money, and more. American currency, shrink-wrapped. He then examined the fragment of pottery. Held it up to the light. He recognized it. It was from a funeral urn, the type interred in turtleback tombs. This fragment had a partial pattern, raised like a welt on the surface, and he recognized that too. It was the family mon of the Kara clan, Okinawa’s royal dynasty, the last kings of Ryukyu. Some family mons were famous, and this was one of them. The Taira family crest was a long-tailed butterfly. The Yamato, a cherry blossom. The Ishida, a crane. The Kara family? Their mon resembled a stylized cicada, but was in fact a hotaru. A firefly.

Shimada straightened up, knees stiff, and as he did so, his foot kicked something. It rolled across the floor. A red plastic tube. The officer retrieved this with his pen, wary of fingerprints. He recognized this item from his childhood boar-hunting days, running down grassy trails with his father and uncles. It was a shotgun shell.

Later, they would try to determine why their officer hadn’t called the main police station on Ishigaki Island directly, rather than leaving it to a flustered widow. There was no clear answer. Perhaps the officer had thought a fraught call from a civilian would get quicker results, or perhaps he’d felt that time was of the essence and he needed to pick up the trail quickly, couldn’t afford to waste time talking his way up the chain of command. Maybe. Or perhaps, addled and unsettled, he simply wasn’t thinking at all.

Shimada turned to the widow. “Call the main police station on Ishigaki. Have them send backup, right away. Code— Code”—he couldn’t remember the number—“Code Important.”

The widow hurried off and Shimada stepped out into the shrill, cicada-infused heat. He knew the meaning of the missing bike at the guesthouse, and he knew exactly where the foreigner was—he just didn’t know why.

Shimada did the calculations in his head. They would take a speedboat from Ishigaki Island. Forty minutes, at least. The airport at Hateruma had closed down, but the runway was still maintained for charter flights and emergencies. If they commandeered a small plane, they could do it in twenty-five. But it would take the Ishigaki police station at least half an hour to clear a flight, and even then, if they could get approval to scramble an aircraft it would take another twenty to get to the airport, board a plane, lift off. And they would still have to get from the abandoned airport on Hateruma into town. No. They would come by boat.
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