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The young Buddhist monk stood on the stone steps of the temple and studied the darkening sky beyond the cape. He wished the head priest would hurry back from his appointment in the neighbouring town.

Having bolted the temple doors, he had begun to turn on the courtyard lamps when a bell jingled behind him. He grimaced at this familiar sound; it had been a long day administering to pilgrims and he was now exhausted.

He turned and squinted at the figure approaching across the paved courtyard. He had left his glasses in the office but could make out the white cotton jacket and conical sedge hat that marked this person as yet another ohenro.

They arrived daily with walking sticks in hand, their bells jingling from shoulder bags; the long stone stairway which climbed the hill to the Temple of the Eastern Light only seemed to make them more determined to reach it.

They came from all over Japan to the island of Shikoku: by tour bus, car, ferry and motorbike—sometimes in helicopters—to make offerings, say their sutras and have the temple’s seal pressed into their nokyo-cho stamp book. Then they would hurry on, to the next one of eighty-eight temples strung around the island like beads on a juzu bracelet. Eighty-eight temples, eighty-eight seals; with their books full, their twelve hundred kilometre-long pilgrimages would be complete.

The pilgrim before him was tall for a Japanese, and lean. An unshaven jaw jutted from beneath his hat. Shadow obscured his eyes.

‘I’m sorry but the temple is closed,’ the monk said.

‘Do you offer lodging?’ the pilgrim asked.

‘The tariff for a room at the shukubo is four thousand yen.’

‘That will be fine.’

The monk sighed. ‘Very well, follow me.‘

He led the pilgrim across the courtyard and up a stairway to the annex which housed the shukubo. At the top of the stairs the monk paused.

‘Where have you come from?’ he asked.

‘From Nakamura,’ the pilgrim replied.

‘On foot?’

‘Yes.’

‘But that is almost thirty kilometres away.’

The pilgrim said nothing. He crossed the threshold to the inn and removed his hat. Beneath the light of a hanging lamp the monk again squinted. Then his eyes widened.

‘Your eyes. They are...’

‘My mother is Australian,’ said the pilgrim, fixing the monk with his clear blue gaze.

‘So, you are half,’ the monk said.

The pilgrim smiled, but it was weighted with weariness.

‘I imagine other the temple inns are more lavish,’ the monk said, as they moved down a long wooden hallway. Halfway along, he stopped and slid back a set of paper doors to reveal a room of worn tatami mats, a low table at its centre, and an open closet containing a futon and pillow filled with barley chaff. ‘We are not so.’

‘It will be fine,’ the pilgrim replied.

‘You are our only guest tonight. Do you require dinner?’

‘That would be nice. Thank you.’

‘The dining room is beside the shukubo, overlooking the courtyard. Please do not be late.’
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A tray of simmered vegetables and tofu had been set on a low table at the centre of a large tatami room. The God of Thunder peered from clouds painted decoratively across the sliding doors on one side. On the other, a scroll depicting the journey of a pilgrim through craggy mountains hung in an alcove.

The pilgrim took his seat on a cushion, and presently the monk appeared. He had retrieved his glasses and their magnified lenses now gave his eyes an odd bug-like quality.

‘Your rice,’ he said, setting a bowl on the table. ‘The kitchen staff will bring tea shortly.’

‘Would it be possible to perform my prayers after the meal?’ the pilgrim asked. ‘I must leave early tomorrow.’

‘I’m sorry, as I have already said, the temple is closed and the priest will be back late. Please wait until morning.’

A tremor passed across the pilgrim’s face, as if he had just crushed something between his teeth. It caused the monk to flinch.

‘Excuse me,’ a soft voice came from behind the door. A young woman in a headscarf and apron appeared carrying a tray. ‘Good evening. Here is your—’ At the sight of the pilgrim’s face she froze. ‘—tea.’

‘His mother is Austrian,’ the monk blurted out.

‘Australian,’ the pilgrim corrected.

The woman set the teapot and cup down with a clatter.

‘Your pilgrimage, it is almost finished?’ asked the monk.

‘There is one more temple to visit. Iwamoto-ji.’

‘Ah yes, the temple of the five Buddhas,’ the monk said. Then added, ‘It is an odd place to finish your pilgrimage. Most choose to start from there.’

The pilgrim looked up quickly.

‘Well, enjoy your meal. Goodnight,’ the monk said. He ushered the staff from the room, then followed, sliding the door closed behind him.

For a while the pilgrim sat chewing his food. His attention turned to the clock on the far wall. It was an old Seikosha and its pendulum swung rhythmically back and forth. He cocked his ear.

‘Please. Come in,’ he said, addressing the gap in the sliding door.

It slid quickly open and the monk stumbled in. ‘I’m sorry, I forgot to ask... I just wanted to ask your name. For our shukubo records.’

‘It’s Hino,’ the pilgrim said, his gaze unshifting. ‘Ken Hino.’

‘Thank you,’ said the monk, and turned to leave.

‘May I ask yours?’

The monk hesitated. ‘It’s Eijo,’ he said.

‘Won’t you sit down and join me, Eijo. There is something I must ask you.’

Thunder rolled across the mountains above the temple, causing the air to palpitate and the sliding doors to rattle like old bones. Again the monk wavered, his magnified eyes searching the room for a resting spot, anywhere but the pilgrim’s face.

‘Please,’ his guest insisted.

The monk crossed the tatami mats and lowered himself to a cushion on the opposite side of the table.

‘You know who I am, don’t you?’

‘You just gave me your name.’

‘No, Eijo. You know who I really am.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘The woman who served the tea. She knows. And she told you only moments ago.’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘I am Jon Haba. The Jon Haba, wanted for killing a man in Tokyo fourteen years and 364 days ago. My face is all over the news right now on account of a foolish mistake I made two days ago.’

The monk sat still, his neck muscles taut as piano wires.

‘Why did I tell the exact number of days?’

The monk opened his mouth, but no words formed.

‘Firstly, Eijo, I am not a murderer. It was self-defence. But that is beside the point now. Are you familiar with the Statute of Limitations?’

The monk returned a vacant stare. He shook his head slowly.

‘Well Eijo, it goes like this. When a crime is committed in this country, the police have exactly, and I mean exactly, fifteen years to find and charge their suspect. That may not mean anything to you but it means a lot to me. At eight tomorrow morning I will become a free man.’

The pilgrim picked up the teapot and poured a fresh cup. ‘Tea?’ he asked the monk.

‘There’s a storm coming,’ the monk said quietly.

The pilgrim nodded. ‘Yes, there is a storm coming.’

He placed the tea in front of
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