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Chapter 1:

Kake Soba

1

When Sakyo Kataoka stepped off the train at Karasuma station in central Kyoto, he found himself underground – and with a decision to make.

Should he go up to ground level and walk, or change onto the subway? After much deliberation, Sakyo opted for the former. A professional dancer, he carried himself gracefully, skipping every other step as he ascended the long flight of stairs.

Leaving the station via exit number five, he found himself at the junction between Karasuma-dori and Bukkoji-dori. Judging from the dark blanket of cloud above, it was going to start snowing any minute. Sakyo turned up the collar of his coat.

‘Excuse me,’ he said to a businessman waiting to cross the road. ‘Which way is Shomen-dori?’

‘You mean down by Ohigashi-san?’ The man’s rough tone seemed somewhat at odds with his well-tailored suit.

‘. . . Ohigashi-san? Is that the same as Higashi Honganji temple?’

‘Course it is.’

‘Then yes. That’s where I’m trying to get to.’

‘If I were you, I’d take the metro to Kyoto station, then the underground passage as far as Shichijo.’

‘Right. The thing is, I actually just got off the train here, so I was thinking of walking . . .’

‘That’s quite a walk.’ The businessman eyed Sakyo’s delicate frame. ‘Sure you’ll manage?’

‘I’m stronger than I look, I promise.’ Sakyo threw himself into a lunge as if to demonstrate. ‘I’ll be fine on foot.’

‘Guess it might warm you up at least. You want to head south down Karasuma. Cross Gojo, then it’s left at the fourth set of traffic lights – just in front of Ohigashi-san.’

It seemed that in Kyoto even the businessmen spoke in dialect rather than standard Japanese. Maybe that wasn’t so surprising, but Sakyo couldn’t help feeling oddly impressed.

‘Thank you!’

He walked south down Karasuma-dori as instructed, eventually reaching the wide avenue of Gojo-dori.

At the crossing, he rocked onto his tiptoes and hummed as he waited. An elderly couple gave him a bemused look.

Just before the signal turned green, an appetizing fragrance wafted over from a nearby hamburger restaurant. Sakyo swallowed the saliva that formed in his mouth and tried to ignore his growling stomach.

At the fourth set of traffic lights after Gojo-dori, he spotted Higashi Honganji temple on the right – or ‘Ohigashi-san’, as the businessman had called it. He turned left as instructed, and found himself on Shomen-dori.

Soon enough he was standing in front of a detached, two-storey building. With its nondescript, mortar facade, it didn’t look like a restaurant at all. No noren curtain, no sign . . . and yet he could definitely smell something promising. It was all just as he’d been told.

He slid the door open a crack and, peering inside, called out: ‘Hello?’

‘Hi there,’ replied a woman clad in a black sommelier’s apron.

‘Ah. Can I . . . come in?’

‘Please,’ replied the woman, pulling the door wide open.

‘You must be . . . Koishi Kamogawa?’

‘That’s me.’ She sounded a little startled.

‘Right,’ said Sakyo, removing his red puffer jacket. ‘That makes sense. I was told to look out for the charming young detective, see.’

Koishi blushed. ‘Flattery will get you everywhere.’

‘I didn’t make a reservation, I’m afraid. Any chance of something to eat?’ Sakyo patted his grumbling stomach.

‘Certainly,’ came the voice of Nagare Kamogawa, emerging from the kitchen in his chef’s whites. ‘If you don’t mind leaving the menu up to me, that is.’

‘Sounds perfect.’

‘Anything you don’t eat?’

‘Nothing at all.’

‘Then just give me a moment.’

As Nagare returned to the kitchen, Sakyo sat down on one of the folding chairs at a table and began tapping away at his phone.

‘So,’ said Koishi, carefully wiping the table down, ‘I assume you’re not just here to fill your stomach.’

Sakyo looked up. ‘Sorry?’

‘You must have seen our advert in Gourmet Monthly. You know, We Find Your Food.’

‘That’s right. It was Akane, the editor, who told me where to find you. Look.’ He tilted his phone screen in her direction.

Koishi glanced at the phone. ‘Ooh, are you an actor or something?’

In the photo he had shown her, Sakyo was wearing a bright red full-length bodysuit and smiling alongside Akane.

‘Not exactly.’ He set his phone down on the table. ‘I dance.’

‘Ah. Is that mainly . . . avant-garde sort of stuff?’

‘Well, that one was a little experimental, but I’ve done all sorts. Period pieces, horror shows – I’ll do anything, as long as I get to express myself physically.’

Nagare arrived with a silver tray full of food. ‘Here we are.’

‘Oh, wow . . .’ said Sakyo. His whole body began to quiver as he eyed the various dishes being laid out in front of him.

Koishi put a concerned hand on his shoulder. ‘Are you . . . okay?’

‘It’s just the anticipation,’ replied Sakyo, his gaze riveted to the food in front of him. ‘The sight of a spread like this. My body reacts when I get excited. Don’t worry, it happens all the time.’

‘Let me talk you through the menu,’ said Nagare when he had finished arranging the plates on the table.

‘Please,’ said Sakyo, leaning forward.

‘It’s chilly these days, so I’ve included plenty of warm dishes. The fish on that small Awaji plate in the top left is yellowtail. Marinated in sake lees and then grilled – should be nice with a bit of the kuro-shichimi spice blend. Next to that, in the small Karatsu bowl, is chicken simmered with egg in a soy-and-dashi broth – basically the top part of an oyako-don, if you like. Tasty with a sprinkle of ground sansho pepper. To the right is the grilled turnip, to which you’ll want to add a dollop of the fermented black bean miso. On the Shigaraki dish below that is roast duck wrapped in negi onion, which goes very well with this mustard paste. Next you have a palate cleanser: silken mozuku seaweed and mackerel, in a vinegar dressing. The Imari dish to the left of that is soy-braised softshell turtle. And the Oribe dish closest to you is spiny lobster simmered in white miso. I’ll bring some rice out shortly.’

Sakyo, whose gaze had been flitting from dish to dish as Nagare explained their contents, let out a long, admiring sigh.

‘It’s even more stunning than I’d imagined. Akane did mention that you knew your way around the kitchen, but this is just . . .’

‘Ah. So you know Akane.’

‘We met through a collaborative project she was organizing. Dining and dancing, was the idea.’ Sakyo was tapping out a rhythm with his fingers as he talked, though his eyes were still glued to the food. ‘Must be three years we’ve known each other now. She invites me out to dinner parties every now and then.’

‘Can I get you a drink?’ Koishi asked.

‘Do you serve wine, by any chance?’

‘Nothing fancy,’ explained Nagare. ‘But I do have a few bottles of Japanese table wine.’

‘A chilled white would be perfect.’

‘Give me a minute.’ Nagare slipped his tray under one arm and returned to the kitchen.

‘You’re a wine drinker, then?’ asked Koishi.

‘By process of elimination, more than anything. Sake and shochu aren’t my thing, and neither is beer. So it’s wine all the way.’

‘Suits your image as a dancer, I’d say. Very refined.’

Nagare returned with a bottle of wine. ‘How about this?’

‘Wow,’ said Sakyo, eyeing the label. ‘I didn’t even know Kyoto was a wine region.’ He nodded decisively. ‘I’d love to try it.’

‘Toyosaka, it’s called. From Amanohashidate. Made using Kyoto-grown Seibel 9110 grapes, with a dash of the German variety Bacchus.’ Nagare removed the cork from the bottle and held it under Sakyo’s nose. ‘Nice citrusy aromas, don’t you think?’

‘You’re right. That is lovely.’

‘Drink as much as you like. Tastes best when it’s only slightly chilled, which is why I’ve skipped the ice bucket.’

Nagare set a glass down at his side, then disappeared into the kitchen, followed by Koishi.

An abrupt silence descended. Sakyo quietly cleared his throat, then filled his glass. He found himself smiling at the contrast between the sight in front of him and the restaurant’s somewhat bare interior.

He took a sip from the glass, nodded slowly in appreciation, then set it back down.

First he reached his chopsticks towards the spiny lobster. It was on the small side, but had plenty of flesh on it. At the mention of white miso, he’d imagined a sort of heavy sweetness, but the aftertaste was light and refreshing, with a hint of yuzu. It was as though, instead of being left to stew in the miso, the lobster had simply been quickly basted in it. The flesh was translucent and, in the middle, only delicately cooked. This one dish was enough to convince Sakyo that he was in the presence of culinary genius. Even the refined ryotei restaurants his father had occasionally taken him to in Kyoto’s Gion district seemed to pale in comparison.

When it came to yellowtail, he’d always thought a teriyaki-style glaze was the way to go, but the sake lees gave it a deep and complex flavour. Clearly, the chef hadn’t just used the lees from some ordinary sake: the fish’s flesh was infused with the aroma of a high-quality ginjo.

Moving on to the negi-wrapped roast duck, he added a little too much mustard, and found himself reaching for his wine glass to quell the fiery vapour that seemed to be coming from his nose.

When he was around halfway through the meal, Nagare reappeared.

‘How are we getting on, then? Everything okay for you?’

‘Oh, more than okay. I feel like dancing with joy.’

‘Good to hear. The rice is ready, so let me know when you’d like me to bring it through.’

‘Thanks. Think I’ll enjoy this wine a little longer first.’ Sakyo held his glass up in the air.

Next, he smeared the grilled turnip with the fermented black bean miso and began munching away at it. Another sip of wine, then on to the chicken simmered with egg. A liberal sprinkle of the sansho pepper and it was ready to be devoured. Sakyo poured more wine into his glass, the bottle’s glugging growing higher and higher in pitch until there was hardly anything left.

He closed his eyes, recalling the performance he’d given three days ago. He’d thought it perfect, but the audience had been less convinced. It was a solo show, so he could hardly lay the blame at anyone else’s door. He’d been so confident in the dance’s structure and his own technical prowess that when the curtain had fallen unceremoniously on the stage without so much as a hint of a standing ovation, he’d felt crushed. In fact, crushed wasn’t the word. It was like his very soul had been ripped out.

‘Here’s that rice,’ said Nagare, setting two small earthenware pots down on the table. ‘After all, we do need to talk about this dish you’re looking for at some point . . .’

‘Sorry! It’s all just so delicious that I want to sit here all day savouring it.’

‘Today’s rice is cooked with crab. There’s a bit of butter in there, too – sort of like a crab pilau.’ Nagare removed the lid from one of the Shigaraki-ware pots and used a wooden paddle to spoon some of the rice into a small bowl, which he placed in front of Sakyo.

‘That explains the slightly Western aroma,’ said Sakyo, his nose twitching.

‘Yes. That’s why I thought I’d serve it with this, rather than miso soup,’ replied Nagare, opening the lid on the other pot to reveal a chunky, Western-style soup.

‘Is that . . . minestrone?’

‘Something like it, yes. I’ve gone for the “double broth” approach that’s all the rage in the ramen world these days. Made a kombu and dried-sardine dashi base, then added a bouillon I made from beef bones, together with some chopped vegetables and bacon. Anyway, I’ll leave both these pots here too, so eat your fill.’

‘I love minestrone!’ said Sakyo, raising the bowl in his hands and taking a sip.

‘When you’re done here, I’ll show you through to the office at the back. Oh, and here’s some tea.’ Nagare set a tall cup on the table, then withdrew once more.

Sakyo began alternating between large mouthfuls of the crab pilau and long sips of the soup, until the two bowls were empty. Then, after only a moment’s hesitation, he refilled them both.

He’d been worried that, coming on the heels of the Japanese-style food he’d just enjoyed, a buttery pilau might taste a little too heavy, but his fears turned out to be groundless. This seemed to have something to do with the soup. It wasn’t the flavour so much as the aroma, which had a sort of piquancy that cut through the pilau’s intensity. The word ‘spicy’ wouldn’t quite do it justice. It was something deeper than that – something almost profound, he thought, though maybe that was a dramatic way of putting it.

When he’d finished, he pressed his palms together in appreciation, took a sip from his teacup, and sat there deep in thought. He’d eaten his fair share of luxury cuisine in the past, French being a particular favourite, but he couldn’t remember the last time a meal had satisfied him this fully.

‘Right then, shall I show you through?’ asked Nagare.

Sakyo rose halfway from his seat in order to bow. ‘Thank you so much. That was . . . incredible.’

‘I hope I’m not rushing you.’

‘Not at all. I’m the one who was dawdling.’

Patting a light sweat from his forehead with a handkerchief, Sakyo got to his feet.
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Nagare showed him to the end of the long, narrow corridor that led to the office of the detective agency, then knocked on the door.

‘Come in!’ called Koishi from inside.

‘She’ll take it from here,’ explained Nagare, before returning to the restaurant. Sakyo walked into the office and sat down on a sofa, facing Koishi.

‘Sorry to keep you waiting.’

‘Dad’s cooking is really something, isn’t it?’

‘I savoured every bite.’

‘Sorry to jump right in,’ said Koishi, setting a clipboard down on the table, ‘but do you think you could quickly fill this out for me?’

‘Certainly.’ Sakyo began energetically scribbling away at the form.

‘You even dance while you’re writing,’ grinned Koishi as Sakyo returned the clipboard.

‘I think that’s just how my body works by now. Sometimes I find myself jigging about while I’m brushing my teeth.’

‘Sakyo Kataoka. That’s your real name, then? I assumed it was a stage name.’

‘Well, in a sense, it is.’

Koishi leaned forward. ‘How do you mean?’

‘As I wrote on the form, I come from a long line of Noh actors – the Kataoka family. My father, Seisetsu Kataoka, is the eighth generation. If I’d taken up his mantle, I would have assumed his first name, too.’

‘A family of Noh actors. Huh. But . . . aren’t you supposed to follow in his footsteps?’

‘Well, exactly.’ Sakyo smiled wryly. ‘That’s the problem.’

‘But Noh is pretty similar to what you do, isn’t it?’

‘Oh no,’ said Sakyo, almost cutting her short. ‘Noh and contemporary dance couldn’t be more different.’

Koishi flinched in surprise. ‘How so?’

‘Sure, they’re both technically types of dance. But the movement is completely different. I mean, we don’t even use the same verbs to describe it. Odoru can mean any old sort of dancing, but you only use mau for the restrained, sideways movements of Noh.’

‘Right. Not quite sure I follow, but . . . why don’t you start by telling me what dish you’d like us to find?’

‘Kake soba.’

‘Kake soba . . .’ Koishi began scribbling in her notebook. ‘That the same as su-soba?’

‘If that’s what you call it in Kyoto. Plain soba noodles in hot broth, without any trimmings.’

‘That’s the one. But . . . wouldn’t that taste pretty similar wherever you ate it?’

‘That’s what I thought. Looking back now, though, I can’t help feeling like there was something special about the flavour.’

‘Where did you eat it?’

‘Tokyo. A ryotei-style restaurant called Wakamiya, in Kagurazaka.’

Koishi’s pen stopped moving. ‘Wait. They serve soba in ryotei restaurants in Tokyo?’

‘Not normally, I imagine. I think they served it up especially.’

‘You’re going to have to give me a few more details.’ Koishi readied her pen once more.

‘Like I was saying, instead of following in my father’s footsteps, I’ve pursued a career in contemporary dance. Of course, he keeps trying to persuade me to come back to the fold. Turning up at rehearsals was one thing, but now he’s begun visiting me backstage just before I’m about to perform, insisting we have a nice long chat about my future. I’ve already decided contemporary dance is my calling, and I have no intention of taking on my father’s name and becoming a Noh actor. I keep telling him he’s wasting his time, but he just won’t listen.’

‘This won’t mean much coming from someone who doesn’t know the first thing about dance, but . . . don’t you think it would be best if you did carry on the family name? I mean, your poor father.’

‘As selfish as it might sound, I don’t want to devote my entire life just to keeping an old art form alive. If we’re talking about the Noh that the great Zeami brought to perfection, then it doesn’t really matter who performs it, as long as they follow his teachings. But contemporary dance is different. The entire performance comes from inside me. It’s my own unique creation. Who knows? One day it might be considered a Japanese tradition in its own right.’ Sakyo pursed his lips. ‘I don’t want to just keep Zeami’s art alive, you see. I want to be the next Zeami.’

Koishi gave a deep sigh. ‘This is all going a little over my head.’

‘Normally, Father just says his piece and leaves, but once he invited me out for a meal instead. Must have been about three years ago. It was right after a performance. I’d spotted him sitting in one of the balcony seats, and after the curtain dropped he came to see me backstage.’

‘And he took you to this ryotei,’ said Koishi, scribbling away.

‘I told him I’d prefer a bar or something – you know, somewhere a little more casual. A ryotei might be the sort of place a Noh actor would fit in, but a penniless contemporary dancer like me would stick out like a sore thumb.’

‘Did your father think this was some sort of special occasion, then?’

‘I guess so. But the wine we were served wasn’t the sort of thing you’d expect at a ryotei, just some kind of table wine, and all the food was pretty simple – mainly dishes you normally order to nibble with a drink. What you’d call obanzai here in Kyoto. I was expecting Dad to broach some serious topic, but he just rambled away about this and that.’

‘Fathers and sons aren’t always the best at communicating, are they?’

Sakyo’s gaze grew distant. ‘In my case, he was always my teacher, and I his disciple. I never got out of the habit of addressing him deferentially.’

‘Doesn’t sound like the easiest relationship.’

‘Growing up, I thought it was normal.’

‘And this is when you had the kake soba?’

‘That’s right. My father likes a drink, and between us we got through two bottles of wine. He doesn’t normally talk about my performances, but that night he wouldn’t stop criticizing me.’

‘How do you mean? Not that an amateur like me would understand . . .’

‘He kept saying this weird thing. That my dancing drew too much attention to itself. I mean, of course it does – I’m on stage!’ Sakyo smiled bitterly, and Koishi followed suit.

‘Noh actors really do live on a slightly different planet, don’t they?’

‘Eventually he seemed to realize he wasn’t going to get through to me. He summoned the okami who ran the restaurant and murmured something in her ear. A few moments later, the kake soba appeared.’

‘Not your average bowl of noodles, I imagine?’

‘Well, that’s the thing. See, I could hardly believe my eyes. I mean, there we were, sitting in a fancy Kagurazaka ryotei, and all we’d been eating was the sort of stuff you’d normally expect to see in a regular old izakaya. And to cap it all off, here was a bowl of ordinary-looking soba. I started thinking my old man might be playing some kind of prank on me.’

‘But the noodles weren’t so ordinary after all?’

‘Actually, I didn’t think much of them while I was eating them. The realization only crept up on me after we’d left the restaurant.’

‘What did they taste like?’

‘I can’t really explain. There’s nothing I can compare them to – all I can tell you is that it was a very subtle, sophisticated sort of flavour. One I’d never tasted before. The noodles themselves didn’t have the soft feel of handmade soba, so they must have been the packaged type. It was the broth that was special. Not that I realized it at the time.’

‘I have to ask: does this Wakamiya place still exist?’

‘I’m afraid not.’

‘Thought so. If it did, you could have just gone back there.’

‘I had such an urge to try the soba again that I actually went to Kagurazaka in search of it,’ said Sakyo a little sheepishly. ‘But it seems to have closed for good.’

‘Wouldn’t your father be able to help?’

‘I know it seems petty, but I don’t want to depend on him like that.’

‘I had a feeling you’d say that. Well, did this soba have any other distinctive features?’

‘Have you ever had Tokyo-style kake soba?’

‘Never,’ replied Koishi simply.

‘Well, the broth isn’t the delicate type you have here in Kyoto. It’s heavier on the soy sauce, which gives the noodles a slightly saltier flavour. Personally, I like it – but the kake soba I had at Wakamiya was something else entirely. The broth was almost completely transparent. The word that comes to mind is “refined”. I’ve had Kyoto-style kake soba too, but it wasn’t like that either. The flavour was really quite unique.’

‘You’re making me want to try it!’

‘I’ve tried to find something similar at plenty of restaurants since, but it’s never the same.’

‘We could do with another hint. Something the taste reminded you of, for example?’

‘You know, I like my food, and I’ve given this a lot of thought, but nothing seems to quite cover it. At a push I’d say it was a little like shio-ramen – you know, with the clear, salty broth? Warmed me up the same way, too.’

‘Hmm . . . salty, eh? Dad’s always saying the simplest flavours are the hardest to recreate.’

‘That reminds me . . .’ said Sakyo, staring into space.

Koishi leaned forward. ‘Reminds you of what?’

‘That soup your father served me just now. Something about it seemed similar to the soba broth, somehow . . .’ Sakyo broke into a smile. ‘Sorry, what am I saying – minestrone and kake soba are nothing like each other, are they?’

Koishi made a note, then gave a sympathetic shrug. ‘One last thing. What made you want to try the soba again, after all this time?’

‘To be honest, I don’t even know myself. I’d forgotten all about it – and then I got this sudden urge to eat it.’

‘So it’s not because you’re thinking about taking up your father’s mantle after all, then?’

‘Not at all. Like I said, I know contemporary dance is my calling. It’s just . . .’

‘It’s just what?’

‘These days, I’ve finally begun to see why Noh is considered such an art form.’ A twinkle came into Sakyo’s eyes. ‘I’d always thought of it and contemporary dance as two completely separate things, but I’m starting to see that they have quite a bit in common.’

Koishi grinned. ‘See, what did I tell you? It’s all dance in the end, isn’t it?’

‘Not exactly. There’s still a world of difference between the two. I’m just saying there’s a sort of . . . shared thread that connects them.’

‘You’re a man of firm opinions, I’ll give you that,’ said Koishi, her smile fading slightly.

‘Come and see me perform sometime.’

‘Sure,’ said Koishi, snapping her notebook shut. ‘Once we’ve tracked down this soba of yours.’

Sakyo gave a slight bow. ‘Thank you.’

‘Does sound a little tricky, I have to say.’ Koishi got to her feet and tucked the notebook under one arm. ‘But I’m sure Dad’ll manage. He always does.’
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Back in the restaurant, Nagare rose from his chair to greet them.

‘Well? Did you get the whole story?’

‘I did,’ replied Koishi. ‘This one’s a real mystery, Dad.’

Sakyo bowed apologetically. ‘Sorry if it’s a tricky case.’

‘Not at all,’ grinned Nagare. ‘Those are the ones worth solving.’

Koishi threw him a look. ‘Easy for you to say that now, Dad.’

‘Can I pay?’ asked Sakyo, reaching for his wallet.

‘That can wait until next time,’ replied Nagare. ‘When you pay for the detective service.’

‘Right. And when will that be?’

‘Cases usually takes us two weeks or so to solve. We’ll be in touch.’

‘Got it. I have a performance around then, so I might have to ask you to wait a day or two. Anyway, I’ll be looking forward to it.’ Sakyo bowed deeply, slid open the door – and was greeted by a tabby cat, who came trotting over to him. ‘Oh. Is this your cat?’

‘You could say that,’ answered Koishi. ‘But someone’ – she glared at Nagare – ‘has strong opinions about not letting animals inside.’

‘It’s a restaurant!’ protested Nagare.

‘Does it have a name?’

‘We call him Drowsy,’ replied Koishi.

‘Well then, Drowsy.’ Sakyo waved at the cat. ‘I’ll be back soon, okay?’
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‘Tough case, you said?’ asked Nagare once they were back inside.

‘Oh, the hardest yet, I’d say,’ replied Koishi.

‘What’s he looking for?’

‘Kake soba.’

‘Ah. Tokyo speak for plain old soba in broth, if I’m not mistaken?’

‘That’s right.’

‘Does sound tricky.’

‘Right? And get this: it’s from a ryotei in Kagurazaka that’s gone out of business.’

‘Oh dear,’ said Nagare, his lips puckering like he’d just bitten into a lemon. ‘What have we got ourselves into?’

2

This time, Sakyo arrived at the main Kyoto station – making it a lot easier to find his way to the Kamogawa Diner.

‘Ah, Drowsy.’ He crouched to stroke the cat sitting outside. ‘Miss me?’

‘I think he remembers you,’ said Koishi, emerging from the restaurant and squatting at Sakyo’s side.

‘I’ve always had a soft spot for cats. But my father was pretty strict when it came to animals, too. Pets were a no-go.’

‘Really? Did he think they’d affect his acting somehow?’

‘Maybe it was the chanting he was worried about. Didn’t want any stray hairs irritating his throat . . . or something.’

‘Sounds like he ran a tight ship. Anyway, why don’t you come on in?’

‘Thanks.’ Sakyo followed her inside.

‘Welcome back,’ smiled Nagare.

‘Sorry if I’ve caused you a few headaches.’

‘It did feel like a bit of a wild goose chase at first. But we got there in the end.’

‘Well, I’ve been really looking forward to it.’

‘Just give me a moment. I’ll bring it through,’ said Nagare, before retreating into the kitchen.

‘You’re quite the star,’ said Koishi excitedly. ‘I did my research after you left. New York, London – you’ve performed all over the place!’

‘Thank you. That’s what makes contemporary dance different from Noh: it’s a universal language, one that transcends borders. I’d hate to feel like people were just watching me out of curiosity for some bygone tradition.’

‘Now you’ve lost me again.’ Koishi set a cup down on the table and, using a Banko-ware pot, filled it with green tea. ‘Anyway, I just hope Dad has got this soba right.’

‘I can’t believe he managed it. I’d begun to think it might be hopeless.’

‘He’s never been one for giving up easily.’

Sakyo’s expression stiffened. ‘Sounds like my own father.’

‘Here we go.’ Nagare arrived with a blue-and-white porcelain bowl, billowing with steam, which he set down on the table. ‘Not that it’s much to look at.’

Sakyo leaned forward, then closed his eyes blissfully. ‘What an aroma. That’s just how it smelled, I’m sure of it.’

‘Enjoy the meal – if I can call it that!’

‘I’ll savour every mouthful.’ Sakyo pressed his hands together, then reached for his chopsticks.

‘I just hope it’s right.’ With these words, Nagare departed for the kitchen, indicating to Koishi that she should follow him.

When they
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