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      Jack Benton is a pen name devised in 2018 at the beginning of the Slim Hardy Mysteries. Under my real name, the Tokyo Lost series was written between 2014 and 2017. Having lived and worked in Japan since 2005, all three books in the series were heavily influenced by my surrounding environment.

      Originally published under my real name, in 2022 I decided that due to their genre being a blend of mystery and romantic suspense, they were better suited to the Jack Benton brand than to my own name, which publishes mainly science fiction.

      Since the publication of The Man by the Sea in 2018, the Slim Hardy Mysteries have been incredibly successful. I hope that readers giving the Tokyo Lost series a try will enjoy them equally. It is within this series that the genesis of myself as a mystery writer began. And for fans of the Slim Hardy Mysteries, fear not, there are more on the way.

      Happy reading,

      Chris Ward, also known as Jack Benton

      October 2022
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      ‘Stop staring at me.’

      The bottle of pills didn’t answer. Chiaki narrowed her eyes. She felt the thick eyeliner crack. She closed her eyes and remembered how it had felt, stuffing them into her mouth, the dry chalkiness making her cough before the tickle of the lemonade had washed them down. She remembered that moment of peace, that everything would now be all right, followed by the haziness as her vision started to blur and she fell into a pale, dreamless sleep—

      The door flew open and Ryo peered in, his grey hair slicked back. With a start Chiaki twisted sideways, blocking his view of the dressing table so he wouldn’t see the bottle. She brushed a strand of hair away from her face and tilted her head.

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘Are you coming? I know it’s hardly the Budokan, but we’re still keeping people waiting.’

      She noted the use of “we’re”, as if it were anyone other than her own fault. She felt that familiar rising anger, but swallowed it down. He was trying.

      ‘Give me a minute.’

      Ryo nodded. ‘Sure.’

      Chiaki lifted her fingers and gave them a quick flex. Even now, after years of performing, she felt nervous being without the piano. It was her crutch, and without it she had always felt alienated, but her own piano playing, while good, wasn’t quite concert standard. It—

      She shook her head. It didn’t matter. Ryo, and the audience, were waiting. She closed the door and headed down the narrow corridor to the stage entrance.

      The lights were up as she climbed onto the stage and strode to the microphone on its stand in the centre, forcing confidence into her movements. The crowd was already on its feet, clapping heartily in the kind of organised rhythm Japanese audiences had perfected, with a few scattered cheers thrown in, mostly from the galleries. Ryo had already taken his place behind the piano, and the spotlight around the microphone waited for Chiaki, a circle of gold that could make or ruin her over the next hour.

      ‘Please welcome Ms Chiaki Hasegawa,’ came an amplified voice from overhead. A second wave of clapping and cheering ensued.

      Her heart was thundering as she took hold of the microphone to steady herself. She could feel the pills waving to her from the dressing room. It had felt so easy once; perhaps, when her nerves had settled, it would be as easy again—

      Ryo struck the first chord on the piano, and like a swan taking flight, on autopilot Chiaki broke into the song that had made her famous, Heart from a Fallen Sun. As the words of the minor key ballad filled the silent hall, her eyes drifted out above the crowd, concentrating on the feelings of loss and isolation that had make her write the first awkward incarnation of this song in her bedroom nearly twenty years ago.

      As the song ended and the lights dropped, the crowd erupted into applause and cheers. They sounded glad to have her back, despite everything, despite all the roadblocks and the scandals that had soiled her career. She managed a smile and a brief thank-you, then Ryo, aware of her career-long reluctance to engage the audience, began the next song. Her voice felt strong again, almost as it had been before the surgeries and the problems. No doubt its quality would be hotly debated by internet trolls over the next few days, but that was out of her hands now. All she could do was sing her heart out and convince her manager she had another album in her.

      Ikebukuro’s Higashi Kaikan was nearly full; she could tell whenever the lights dimmed enough to give her a look at the galleries. Ryo was right: it was no Budokan, but for a live comeback after two failed albums it was impressive. She actually preferred the smaller venues. She had never got as far as stadiums, but she had played Saitama Super Arena once, and the vastness of the stage had brought tears of loneliness to her eyes, despite the fifteen thousand cheering fans. Iida-sensei had never cared about her wishes, and would gleefully book up every arena in Japan if he could sell her new material. She had long ago given up on commercial success, but all the management ever saw were dollar signs.

      She was starting to sweat. A spinning fan set into the floor at her feet was turned too low. She wanted to adjust it, but the veil she had chosen to wear was easily shed, and in the t-shirt she wore underneath she would be more comfortable. As the song ended she slipped it back over her shoulders and laid it down on the stage at the foot of her central monitor speaker.

      The gasps from the nearest rows were obvious as she stood straight again. A murmur rippled back through the crowd from those close enough to see clearly. Chiaki grimaced as she remembered, cursing herself for her mistake, but she had been off the stage so long that she had forgotten her supposed stage persona.

      Now it was too late. Her fans could see the girl they had fallen in love with was gone.

      Big Dragon Records, an offshoot of an American major label, had marketed her as the next fragile damsel, a tortured soul with a voice that could bring tears to the eyes of God Himself. She was damaged and brittle, but above everything she was pure, the kind of girl other girls wanted to be and boys wanted to be with. It was a marketing plan that had sold two million copies of her debut record.

      She hadn’t graced a stage of any kind in three years. No tours, no TV, not even radio interviews. The public had quickly forgotten about the two records released on a small independent label; they wanted the Chiaki Hasegawa of the Heart from a Fallen Sun years, the girl who had broken their hearts by breaking her own.

      That girl was gone. In her place was a thirty-five-year-old woman who remembered the glory years far less fondly than the fans did.

      The crowd was settling down, but the spell had been broken. They would listen because many of them were still fans, but they would be full of bitterness as they made their way home, having seen their angel die live on stage.

      In her haste to shed the silk veil she had worn around her shoulders, she had forgotten what its absence would reveal: the tattoos curling from her wrists up to her shoulders like a pair of protective snakes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Ben

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Okay, I will. Look, there’s no need to worry. I’ll be all right. Sure. Goodnight. Or is it day there? Goodnight anyway.’

      Ben replaced the payphone receiver, thinking not for the first time he really should get a smartphone. He had been in Tokyo a month already. It drove his sister mad that he never checked his Facebook messages or his Hotmail, but Ben liked being out of the loop. It felt like he was free for the first time in years.

      A little way along the station from the phone booths, he found a small bar overlooking the tracks. He ordered a glass of wine and took it to a window seat. Outside, on the tracks below him, one of the trains rushed past, a Nozomi Super Express bound for Osaka. It was a double-decker, and from his knowledge they only traversed the busiest part of the route from Tokyo to Osaka, with the smaller trains continuing on through Kobe, Hiroshima, and to Hakata, the train’s terminus. It was sleek, arrowlike, and almost silent. Strangely, considering his hobby, he was yet to ride the double-decker. The rail pass he had brought with him had expired now, but it had seen him take trips up to Nagano—there on the Asama, back on the newer Hokuriku—and Nigatta, on the Joetsu. According to his guidebook, there were three he was yet to ride, but he was sure he could find time once he had found himself a job. Riding the trains was perfect except for the returning part. Since leaving England he had felt in need of perpetual forward motion, but even if he travelled to the ends of the earth he would eventually come full circle and find himself right back where he started, where everything had gone wrong.

      His sister was desperate for his return, but really, with all the estate dealings taken care of, there was nothing left for him to do. His father’s debts had swallowed most of his parents’ savings, and there was still six months left on the farm’s lease before the option came up for the lease to either be renewed or the farm released into his and his sister’s names. His sister had nothing to worry about; she was safely married and living in London. It was Ben who was charged with reviving his family’s land and fortunes, but that could wait a year. He wasn’t ready to face it yet.

      He sighed, his eyes relaxing, his own reflection coming clear in the glass window. Thirty-nine years old, unmarried, something like fourteen short-term jobs behind him, and both parents now dead and buried. There was a farm, a sprawling clifftop acreage which had been in his family for generations, leased out for the last five years to a family called Clifford after his father’s accident had left him unable to work it any longer. The Cliffords had already made it known they wouldn’t be renewing, which meant Ben had to do his duty and return from his wanderings to work the land as his father had before him.

      He stared at his hands on the table, with the glass set between them. The scar on his right thumb had come from climbing a barbed wire fence in Thailand, and had required a tetanus shot. The thin line on the back of his left hand was the result of a wild dog in the siding shed at the top of the Darjeeling Railway in India. The small burn on the palm of his right hand had come from touching a hot wheel rim from the Trans-Siberian in Urkutsk. His hands showed the details of his travels better than his photographs did.

      It was late. He finished the rest of his drink and peered out of the window at the train tracks, but the day’s last Shinkansen had departed. There were more local trains he could sit around to watch, but drinks weren’t cheap in Tokyo, and he was still waiting on his first paycheck.

      Exiting the bar and then leaving the station by an escalator at the northern exit, he strolled out into the night, the glaring neon of Tokyo around him failing to ward off the creeping feeling of loneliness that had begun to invade his thoughts since his parents’ accident. His safety net was gone, and his sister, happily married with a couple of kids, was his only family left. The nature of his life kept him mostly friendless, the dozens of randoms he had collected on social media not worth counting. They were a tally chart of faces, his relationships with them as thin as the profile photographs smiling out at him from the screen.

      Where do I go from here? The farm, the farm, the farm. A lonely windswept clifftop … quite the Bronte life. All I need is a few street children, a put-upon wife and a spiteful landlord.

      The little one-room apartment he was renting on the third floor of a quiet apartment block gave him no comfort. He had come to Japan to see the trains and have an adventure, but he felt like a mouse on the run from a relentless cat.

      Where do I go from here?

      Nowhere.
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      ‘Can you stay with me?’

      Ryo shook his head. ‘You know he won’t want me around. I’m just the hired help.’

      ‘I think I’m going to need moral support for this.’

      Ryo shrugged. ‘Well, perhaps you should have told him.’

      ‘Or worn sleeves.’

      The door burst open and Masaaki Iida marched into the room, his face like thunder. With one glance he sent Ryo hurrying out, and drained all of Chiaki’s resolve, leaving her cowering in the corner of the room like a meek, twenty-year-old version of herself.

      He closed the door quietly, and as was his custom, turned the lock. Chiaki wanted to protest, but her throat felt dry. She knew his anger well, of course, but this time he looked different. Instead of charging forward, he turned back to the door, pulled a packet of cigarettes from his pocket, and lit one up.

      Chiaki could hear the clock on the wall ticking as he quietly smoked, not looking at her, plumes of grey-white cloud rising over his head. Her heart was hammering, wondering what he would do, but she ought to be used to this by now. Iida-sensei had distilled bullying down to a fine art.

      ‘I know a man,’ he said at last, taking a few steps toward her. ‘We’ll have them removed cleanly, leaving no scars. We’ll let it slip that you’re into body art, but only as a hobby. As long as you show up at the next performance without them it’ll all be good.’

      ‘The tattoos stay,’ she said, her voice barely more than a croak. ‘I like them.’

      Iida-sensei froze. Only the smoke drifting up from the nub of his cigarette moved. ‘You didn’t say that,’ he said quietly. ‘We’ll have them removed.’

      ‘No.’

      He spun and Chiaki let out a little gasp of terror before she could stop herself, falling to her knees as his hand came up, open-palmed, veering away at the last moment to run through his thinning hair.

      ‘What’s got into you?’ he said as Chiaki climbed back to her feet. ‘Do you not get it? Tell me how many copies your last album sold. Go on, tell me. Round the number up if it helps.’

      ‘Six thousand.’

      ‘In eight months. How many did your first record sell in that time?’

      ‘One point eight million.’

      Iida-sensei glared at her. ‘Do you see the comparison? Or lack of it?’

      ‘Everyone’s popularity fades.’

      ‘Local bands sell more than you do. If this deal falls through you’re singing in nightclubs. The money won’t last forever. Do you want that? When you could have it all?’

      Chiaki shook her head. ‘No.’

      ‘I don’t get it. You’re the nation’s newest pop darling, so you put out a rock album. You’re a TV starlet, so you turn Goth. Your fans are here in Japan, so you record an album in English. You had five top ten hits and refuse to sing three of them—’

      ‘I can’t.’

      ‘And whose fault is that?’

      He was hardly the one to tell her not to smoke, but she had given up six months ago. She had never really liked it; the rebellious streak in her had been hard to resist.

      ‘I’ve done everything I can, Chiaki. But if you insist on killing your career you should have….’

      ‘What?’

      He moved closer to her and he seemed to fill the whole room. He flexed his fingers and she remembered what they could do. She should have fired him years ago, but it was impossible. He had made her. He was as much Chiaki Hasegawa as she was.

      ‘There were nine hundred and eighty people out there tonight. We didn’t even sell out. Larger crowds used to show up for press conferences.’ He shook his head. ‘Your new stuff is good. Ryo played some of it to me because you were too stubborn to do it. I can get you a new deal. I can get you on Kohaku.’

      She looked up. NHK’s New Year’s Eve TV extravaganza was the main event on the musical calendar. If she got a spot on Kohaku it would put her back on the map.

      ‘What do I need to do?’

      ‘What you should have done years ago. You need to behave.’
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      Ben took the Odakyu Line from Shinjuku down the coast as far as Kamakura. He found the huge bronze Buddha statues of mild interest, having seen bigger in Thailand, and the beach was bland, steep-shored like those on the English Channel and with the same grey water. A few resolute surfers waited for the knee-high waves.

      The little headland of Enoshima with its cave system and shrine overlooking the town brought his camera out of his bag, but he clicked away with little enthusiasm. Things weren’t going to plan. The excitement of fulfilling a lifelong dream by being here wasn’t what it should be.

      Something was missing.

      He’d got the job he needed. A little tiny hole-in-the-wall eikaiwa—which translated into “conversation school”—where he was the only full-time teacher. He worked generally between lunchtime and nine p.m., his students aging as the day went on—first kindergarteners, then primary school kids, followed by junior high and high school, with an adult class usually ending the day. These were his favorite. With the kids it was all colours and numbers and daily routine; with the adults it was dreams and ambitions and past holidays. He found his philosophy creeping in; his questions became rhetorical and airy: where do you see yourself in five years’ time, what would you do to change the world, what is your greatest failure—as if by hearing their answers he might find some of his own. Every day he turned up and spoke English, then every night he found a high place or a siding somewhere to sit and watch the trains, all the while with the farm in the back of his mind, calling him.

      It’s time to go home. It’s time to stop wandering the world and do your duty. After all, it’s your fault, isn’t it, Ben?

      He found a small park behind a row of houses and sat to make some notes for his blog. He hadn’t updated it in a couple of weeks and the emails had begun to come in, asking what was up. His readers needed their fix, they needed their world trains. He had several articles ready. What he didn’t have was motivation. Nine years he’d been writing his blog, The Train Traveller, since blogs were a thing. He’d posted hundreds of times about his travels around the world, all the weird and wonderful train rides he’d experienced. His biggest posts had more than a hundred thousand hits right now, and over the years several magazines had come wanting articles for national and international publications.

      Sure, he was a train spotter, but he was the most famous one of all.

      With his pen hovering over the blank page, he shook his head. With a sigh, he packed up his things and headed back to the big smoke.
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      ‘Mr. Gregg said they’ve not fixed the broken fence on the north hill field,’ Kelly said. ‘Some sheep got out. If they’re violating the lease we can have them kicked out. Can you come back early?’

      ‘No, I’m contracted for a year.’

      ‘Goddamn it, Ben, what are you playing at? This is our legacy.’

      Go and live on it yourself, he stopped himself from snapping back. All very well for his sister to take the moral high ground when she had no intention of going anywhere.

      Instead, he said, ‘I’m running out of coins. I’ll call you back in a few days.’

      ‘Ben, when are you going to sort out a phone? You’ve been there for two months! What are you doing?’

      ‘Sorry, I’ve got to go.’

      Hanging up the phone was a relief. If he concentrated hard enough he could almost forget the guilt. He’d stayed home long enough to help his sister through the paperwork associated with his parents’ will, but after a year encompassing the accident and the passing of the farm into his and Kelly’s hands, he couldn’t wait to get away.
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      After talking to his sister, he went to an Internet café for a few hours to browse the other popular train blogs. It was after eleven p.m. when he left. The subways were still running and he didn’t feel like going to sleep, so he headed over to Ikebukuro to look for somewhere he could view the trains coming in and out of the station. Hotel bars were usually the best, although many hotels were too tall to give a good view unless you had a camera with a really good zoom lens. Something around the fifth or sixth floor was ideal, because it gave a good overhead view without being too high or requiring a big zoom shot. Plus, in higher class hotels, the windows were usually clean.

      The bar he found was an immaculately decored, quietly serene place with a tinkle of jazz piano coming from speakers hidden in alcoves on the walls. There were a handful of customers, most of them couples or people drinking alone at the bar, probably hotel guests. Ben had spent a lot of time in such places, and it had a welcome familiarity to it.

      He ordered a non-alcoholic cocktail and took an unoccupied stool along a wall bar next to the window. The view wasn’t perfect, with the window facing side-on to the tracks. There was a protruding booth about halfway along which had a better view, a kind of glass-enclosed nook with a little standing table, but there was a woman using it, staring moodily into her drink, and whatever she was thinking about, Ben didn’t want to interrupt.

      He got up to use the bathroom. When he came back, three guys had come in and were sitting at the bar. In their mid-thirties, their suits, loosened ties and flushed cheeks revealed them as after-work office workers. They ordered a pitcher of beer and had a loud kanpai, drink sloshing over their glasses as they clinked them together. The barman gave them a sour look and a couple of customers at the bar shuffled their stools out of the way. Ben had seen their type every time his co-workers had tempted him out after work to one of the izakaya around the nearest train station. While there was nothing inherently wrong with their behaviour, a quiet bar on the top floor of a nice hotel wasn’t really the right place for rowdiness.

      He finished his drink and packed up to leave. His first lessons tomorrow weren’t until after lunch, but he had lost his interest in the trains for now. He was considering how easily his old enthusiasm was curbed these days, when he noticed one of the men pointing in his direction.

      He frowned, but they weren’t pointing at him, but rather through him at the woman sitting in the booth behind. He glanced in her direction and saw her staring intently at her glass, her fingers tensed over the edge of the table. Maybe from where the men sat they couldn’t see the single tear run down her cheek.

      She was in her late twenties or maybe early thirties, and the overuse of makeup hid her features. She wore a one-piece dress with black tights underneath, brown leather heels. Shoulder-length hair was part tied up. When she turned to Ben he noticed a dark blemish on her neck, like a birthmark.

      The fierceness of her gaze was enough to make him turn back to the window. He felt rather than saw her move, and wondered if she meant to attack him; then the blur of her body was past him and closing in on the three men by the bar. One of them opened his arms and cheered as if welcoming a winning child back from a sports day race. The other two looked uncomfortable as she barked something at them in Japanese too fast for Ben to understand.

      The obnoxious one grinned and put up his hands. The other two stood behind him looking awkward. The girl said something else, then turned and marched to the door. She punched it open rather than pushed it, then was gone as it swung closed. The barman stared at it awkwardly, then turned away. Two of the three men settled down and went back to their drinks, but the third, the obnoxious one, gave the door an intense stare, then slammed down his glass and marched after the woman.

      Ben was on his feet before he knew what he was doing. He slipped on his coat, dropped enough money down on the table to cover his drink, and ran after the man.

      In the corridor outside the bar was a line of three elevators. Two of them were heading down. Ben pressed the call button for the third and had an anxious wait before the car arrived and the door opened. He pressed the button for the first floor, wishing there was some way to speed it up as the doors glided languidly shut and it began to head down.

      As it opened on the hotel lobby, Ben caught a glimpse of the office worker marching purposely toward the wide exit doors before heading out into the night. Ben broke into a run and pushed through the doors, looking up and down the street.

      The hotel was located outside the local neon district, the streets surrounding it all dark office buildings and residential high rises. The street, four lanes wide, was mostly empty. Ben looked left and saw nothing. To the right he saw the office worker jogging along the empty pavement toward a dark silhouette walking away in the distance.

      The woman.

      Ben didn’t stop to think what might happen, what the woman had said or what the man’s intentions were. There was no one else around, and the woman was alone. The man might be drunk, and the woman had shown surprising ferocity in the hotel bar, but away from other people the balance of power was different.

      He started into a run. He was ten metres away when the office worker caught up with the woman. Grabbing her shoulder, the man spun her around and pushed her back off the street, into the shadows of the entrance to a dark office building. The man wasn’t being subtle; Ben could hear him shouting and the woman protesting back, the scuffle of feet and the tearing of cloth. He rounded an ornamental fountain and saw them, the woman trying to push the man away as he screamed into her face.

      Ben was about to say something when the man slapped the woman across the cheek. All reasonable thoughts fled from his mind as he closed his fingers into a fist. In two steps he reached them, pulled the man’s shoulder to turn him around, then hit him as hard as he could in the face.

      The office worker sprawled away. Ben didn’t hear his angry shouts as he tripped and stumbled back toward the road. Hitting someone in real life wasn’t like it was in the movies. Pain lanced through his wrist and he parried his stinging fingers with his other hand, knowing that if the man wanted a fight he only had one working hand left.

      The office worker, though, had had enough. Screaming obscenities, he ran off across the road, turning every few seconds to swing an air punch or shout something else, until a car horn blared and he had to jump out of the way of a taxi as it flew past. Clutching his stinging hand, Ben watched him disappear into a neon-lit alley.

      ‘Thanks.’

      The woman had spoken in English. Ben looked around. She was leaning against the wall, holding her bag in her hands. Her hair was a little messed up, but she looked unhurt.

      ‘I saw him follow you,’ Ben said. ‘He looked angry.’

      ‘I said bad thing to him.’

      ‘It looked like he said something bad to you first.’

      She smiled. She was pretty, he thought, but her face held a natural bitterness even a smile couldn’t shed. Her makeup didn’t help; she had overarched her eyebrows and wore more lipstick than she needed. It wasn’t possible for Ben to make a fair assessment in the orange glow of a streetlight, but she looked like the kind of girl who wore too much makeup on purpose. She wasn’t trying to increase her prettiness; she was trying to hide it.

      ‘I said to him your penis is too small. I said girl bar won’t let you in.’ This time she grinned, and a flash of wicked humour ignited her face.

      ‘What did he say to you?’

      The girl’s grin vanished. She shrugged and looked away. ‘Thanks. I appreciate your help.’ She swung the strap of her bag up over her shoulder and marched out into the road, flagging down a taxi pulling out of a side street.

      ‘My name’s Ben!’ he shouted.

      She turned and gave him a quick wave, then climbed into the taxi.

      He’d taken no more than a few steps before the taxi pulled off, moving quickly down the street. He watched it up as far as the next set of lights, where it turned right and was gone.

      He sighed, but there was no point standing around being sentimental. His hand was throbbing, and it was probably a good idea to put an ice pack on it.

      Before punching the office worker, he had dropped his bag on the ground. He went back to retrieve it, scooping up a couple of plastic files that had slipped out of the open top he hadn’t had time to zip up.

      Something rectangular and black was lying on the ground a few feet away.

      The woman’s phone. He picked it up and turned it over. It was an iPhone, the newest model. He pressed the home button, but a locked screen came up, the backdrop a picture of a pretty tropical beach. He turned it over, looking for some kind of identification, but the case was unmarked blue leather.

      Would she come back? He stood awkwardly with it in his hands for a few minutes, waiting to see if the taxi would return. How long before she figured it out?

      There was a vending machine nearby. Ben stuffed the phone into his pocket and bought a can of coffee to warm his hands. Tokyo wasn’t nearly as cold as other parts of Japan, but it was after midnight, and a wind had got up. The last subway he could catch back to where he lived was at 12.45 a.m. If he missed it, he had the choice of an expensive taxi ride, a cold trudge of at least two hours, or waiting around until the trains began again at around five a.m.

      With a last grimace up the street in the direction the taxi had gone, he turned and headed for the subway.
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      She thought she had no chance, but her mother disagreed. The first time she left the entry form on top of Chiaki’s piano, Chiaki ripped it up and threw it away. Her mother had gone out and bought a new one, and this time filled in all the details for Chiaki that she could, leaving only the song titles on the demo tape and the personal statement.

      Chiaki scowled at her. ‘I don’t have a demo tape.’

      ‘You’re making one on Wednesday night. I’ve booked you three hours in ArtRock Studios near the station. Will three hours be enough?’

      ‘More than.’

      ‘And your father will give you a lift.’

      Her usual response was he’s not my father, but this time she bit her tongue. ‘Sure,’ she said.

      ‘And you’ll win. And you’ll become famous, like I’ve always said you would be.’

      ‘I’ll try.’

      She didn’t win. But second place in TBC Television’s Young Songwriter of the Year competition was good enough, particularly when one of the three tracks on her demo tape got picked up for a car commercial and ended up hitting the Oricon charts at no.3. Another was used for a radio campaign, and the third won the jackpot, picked up as the theme to a new movie. By the end of the year, Chiaki, a twenty-one-year-old supermarket cashier whose biggest crowd had been two hundred other students at her high school festival’s music expo, was recording the first album of a three-album contract with a major international record label.

      Interviews weren’t hard; she talked to people on the checkouts every day. Performing live wasn’t hard; from the age of sixteen she had been playing solo shows with a keyboard at live houses all over the prefecture, even if the average crowd was around fifteen people. Even TV wasn’t hard; all she had to do was smile and look thankful for her chance.

      What was hard was sitting in meetings with groups of boring men in suits who would play one of her demos on a CD player and ask things like, ‘Where’s the hook?’ ‘Can you cut the middle eight?’ ‘Can you add something catchy to the beginning? We can’t sell this.’

      Being normal was fun. She liked eating dinner with her mother, going out with her friends, getting up and going to work, sitting down at her piano by the window and looking out at the rice fields and the distant hills for inspiration. Being normal was just that.

      Normal.
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      She didn’t know why she had picked that particular bar, but she wanted somewhere quiet to get plastered without interruptions. She touched her neck frequently, remembering the press of Iida-sensei’s hands. There was a little bruise, but it would fade. He wasn’t stupid, not all of the time. If she was going to go out, she usually chose Harajuku or Shibuya, where the crowds were too young to remember her, but the line of lights from the hotel’s sky bar had beckoned her from the back entrance to the venue so she had marched off into the night, grabbing a couple of cans from a convenience store on the way to give herself enough nerve to go inside.

      For a couple of hours she had quietly drunk in peaceful anonymity. The only other customers had been some couples and a foreigner in a brown jacket who had peered out at the train tracks as if waiting for someone to arrive.

      Then the drunk guys had come in.

      ‘Hey, Hasegawa-san, where have you been?’ the obnoxious one had shouted, his cronies laughing. ‘I saw you in Book Off’s bargain bin the other day.’

      Mention of the chain media recycling store had got her back up. Iida-sensei had been right all along. While other singers had faded from public view like fond but passing memories, she had gone out with a bang, offending as many people as possible. Her back catalogue had topped several unofficial recycle shop charts in the last couple of years, and it was like a collective kick up the butt.

      ‘It’s my birthday party next week. Will you play for a couple of beers, or can I offer you something else? Looks like it might have been a while.’

      Her anger had got the better of her. She had spotted the ring on his finger. ‘Does your wife know how small your dick is?’ she said, jumping up and getting in his face. ‘Because she was posting pictures of it on the internet. She said she hadn’t seen much of it recently. Several people said it was cute.’

      Then she was gone, out of the door, heading who knew where.

      Back on the street, in the distance she saw the sign of a Lawson convenience store, where the polite clerks wouldn’t dare acknowledge her even if they did recognise her face, and the refrigerator full of beer and chu-hi would put her to sleep better than any sedative.

      Then an arm was twisting her around and the man was in her face, more irate and aggressive than she could have imagined. She had shot him down like a stray fighter plane, but now she realised he had been the top dog, the upper-middle manager, out with a couple of his team, and she had offered him the ultimate disrespect: showing him up in front of his underlings. Sober, he would have laughed it off, but the hand swinging in to slap her face carried with it the weight of years of dissatisfaction, and while his wife probably hadn’t posted pictures of his dick on the internet, Chiaki’s words had unearthed a burning wound of insecurity he wanted to snap closed.

      She’d dealt with pricks all her life, and recognised the slap he had likely been holding back for his wife was the only one, that he would revert to screams and insults before staggering away. The swinging punch of the foreigner, coming out of nowhere, was an unnecessary drama, but on a certain level it pleased her to see there was still some chivalry left in the world. And he had nice eyes, and a kind smile. And warm hands as he helped her up. In another place, another world, she might have stuck around to talk with him a while, but she had turned away from that path when she filled out the application for the songwriting competition. The lights of a taxi appeared up the street and she saw her chance to escape.

      She took a can of Strong Zero lemon-flavoured chu-hi and took it to the easy chair on her veranda ovnglooked Yoyogi Park. She switched on the air-con and opened the tall glass doors so she could see outside without looking through her own reflection. With the air-con behind her negating the chill air gusting around her eighth floor balcony, she opened the can of what was essentially nine-percent-alcohol fizzy fruit juice and took a long swallow.

      God, what a mess. How tempting it was to walk away. She had enough money. She could move overseas where no one would recognise her, live off the royalties still coming in every month. She could buy a grand piano and put it by a window overlooking a beach or some mountains, and just play without any pressure to come up with a hook or a breakdown or a goddamn twinkly introduction. The music could breathe through her again.

      He wouldn’t let her, though. Iida-sensei would find her, wherever she went, and he would exert his old power over her: bring her back, push her into a recording studio, force her out on tour. The pills sitting beside her bed reminded her daily of what happened when she tried to fight it.

      She reached for her bag and pulled it up on to her lap. Perhaps he had called, wanting to know why she hadn’t done this or that, or whether she had made a booking to have her tattoos removed yet. It isn’t your body, he reminded her. It’s mine.

      Bastard.

      She must have left the phone on the table.

      She turned around, but it wasn’t there.

      Her face flushed. Oh, no. She must have left it behind in the bar—but no, she remembered checking her messages in the elevator.

      She had dropped it when the man attacked her.

      She necked the second half of the can. Her phone had everything: all her contacts and information. Her lifelong lazy streak meant she’d never backed it up to a computer or set up any of those find-your-phone applications. Perhaps someone would hand it in to a local police station.

      She would ring around them all tomorrow.

      The lights of Tokyo twinkled in front of her, but Chiaki didn’t think she’d ever felt so lost.
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