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Chapter 1:

Those Little Scarlet Cells

1

‘A blue tiger dropped by this morning,’ said Kaede’s grandfather. ‘I wonder how it managed to turn the knob. Must be amazingly adept with its paws.’

The fact that a tiger had been in his study, or even that its fur was blue, seemed far less puzzling to him than how it had managed to open the front door.

‘Good thing you didn’t get bitten,’ Kaede remarked, careful to sound casual about it, but in truth her heart sank a little.

Here we go again . . .

Kaede only managed to make it out here to the Himonya district of Tokyo once a week, and when she did, generally found her grandfather asleep. But then, in the rare moments she caught him awake, all he’d talk about were his hallucinations, and she’d leave without having had any kind of meaningful conversation at all.

Nevertheless, she listened without complaint to his tale of the blue tiger, nodding along at the appropriate moments. She cherished the time she got to spend with her grandfather in the house she’d grown up in.

‘And when the tiger went to leave . . .’ Grandfather was saying, imitating the way it crossed its forelegs in front as it walked, ‘it flashed me a big smile.’

‘The tiger smiled?’

And now here I go again too . . .

Yet another far-fetched tale, and she found herself hanging on his every word. At first, she just pretended to listen, but her grandfather was such a skilled storyteller that she was completely drawn in to his alternate universe. And now he’d even got her believing that at any moment a blue tiger might leap out of one of the illustrated books on the shelf.
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It seemed Grandfather had had his fill of talking. His eyelids began to close.

Kaede’s grandfather spent all day in this room in his reclining chair. She had gone to the trouble of finding an extra-large one to suit his tall, skinny frame, but this had turned out to be a mistake, as now he was so comfortable he didn’t budge from his spot.

A wooden walking stick, which he needed to get around, was propped up against the side table. The care manager who’d recommended it would complain that although he’d use it to go to the toilet, he never bothered with it whenever he was browsing his bookshelves. ‘One of these days he’s going to have a fall,’ she’d sigh reproachfully.

Still reading books then, but how much is he really taking in . . . ?

The crammed bookshelves gave off a musty smell of old ink. Kaede was reminded of her beloved Jinbocho, the used-bookshop district in Tokyo.

As he dozed in his chair, Kaede observed her grandfather under the dappled sunlight from the window. The high bridge of his nose and deep crow’s feet created shadows on a face that was surprisingly blemish-free for a seventy-one-year-old. These days his cheeks had hollowed out, but this served to accentuate his chiselled features. His long, thick hair, parted in the middle above his prominent forehead, was about 70 per cent white these days. The salt and pepper effect reminded Kaede of a Roman emperor’s head engraved on a coin.

As his granddaughter, Kaede was biased but she knew he was an impressive-looking man.

He must have been popular with the ladies . . .

She retrieved the blanket that had slipped down and gently covered him back up.

After she finished cleaning her grandfather’s room, she sprayed the space with an antibacterial solution that had the fragrance of soap, careful not to let it into contact with any of the books. It was about time for the physiotherapist’s visit.

This antibacterial spray wasn’t only for cleaning purposes; her grandfather would often hallucinate that the room was filled with tiny insects, such as mosquitoes. At those times the spray doubled as a makeshift ‘insecticide’.

All right then, Grandpa. I’ll see you soon . . .

Over by the door was a dressing table with a mirror which had belonged to Kaede’s grandmother. Rather than it having aged, Kaede preferred to think of it as having evolved through the years, its woodgrain accumulating layers of time, giving it a complex depth of colour. She took a hairbrush from the drawer of the dresser and quickly fixed her hair, stopping to compose her facial expression in the mirror.

Smile!

The solid oak door to the study had been replaced with sliding doors, in anticipation of the day her grandfather would be confined to a wheelchair. Kaede silently slid the door shut behind her and left the house.
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Aboard a swaying Toyoko Line train, Kaede caught sight of her face in the window. It was expressionless. There was no hint of the carefully composed smile she’d worn for her visit.

Twilight had fallen and the sky was streaked with faint pink lines like the traces of a lipstick kiss. It was early autumn and the cumulonimbus clouds of summer were gone; instead, the sky was filled with clouds of all different shapes. Memories of her grandfather flitted through Kaede’s mind.

Twenty-three years earlier, when Kaede had been four . . . 

She sat with him on the low, wooden engawa veranda as they watched the reddening sky. Grandfather’s bright and wise eyes had dropped to his beloved granddaughter, secure in his lap.

‘Kaede? See those clouds over there – what do you think they look like? See if you can make up a story using all three.’

In retrospect, she realized he was asking for a classic three-topic rakugo story. He’d been trying to give flight to her imagination. It was typical of her grandfather and his knack for nurturing creativity.

Kaede hadn’t hesitated.

‘That cloud there is a tiny little grandpa. That cloud is a squished grandpa. And then the biggest cloud of all is a big, fat grandpa, bigger than you.’

Grandfather’s face broke into a huge grin.

‘Well, you can’t make a story out of that . . . or can we?’

And then, to Kaede’s surprise and delight, he made up a fairy tale for her on the spot, entitled ‘The Three Grandpas’. She didn’t recall all the details, but she did remember the ending where greedy Big Fat Grandpa ate up all the cold medicine in the world, mistaking it for sugar, and although everyone teased him for it, he ended up living the longest life of all of them.

She guessed now that the story was meant as a lesson for her four-year-old self, who had hated the bitter taste of powdered medicine. But at the time, the way he told the tale was so entertaining that she had clapped her hands in delight.

‘Oh wow. Kaede, look!’

When she had looked up at the sky again, only the big fat grandpa cloud remained; the tiny little grandpa and the squished grandpa had, quite literally, vanished into thin air.

Just like the end of the story.

Kaede had stared in amazement at the big fat grandpa cloud, and then her own grandfather’s face.

Thinking back, she realized that he must have been keeping an eye on the cloud movement as he spun his tale. Had either the tiny little grandpa or the squished grandpa survived, then for sure the story would have taken quite a different turn.

‘Hey, Grandpa! Tell me another story, or else . . .’

She’d reached up and tugged on the hair growing from the mole on his Adam’s apple.

Kaede recalled how easily the hair had come out, which at the time made her burst into giggles.

Maybe it was my fault . . . Did I pull the plug and drain Grandpa’s mind?
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It was only six months ago that Grandfather had started showing symptoms.

They’d gone for a walk together and Kaede noticed his stride had got shorter.

‘Grandpa, are you putting on weight or something? Your feet can’t seem to keep up with you.’

‘Must be getting old,’ he’d replied with a self-deprecating smile.

At first Kaede put it down to weight gain or, as he said, a simple case of ageing. At least that was what she wanted to believe.

However, the decline was fast. His hand shook when he drank his coffee, and whenever Kaede visited, she found him dozing in his study chair. His posture grew more hunched and his movements sluggish.

But then came the biggest shock of all. Kaede would never forget the day.

Late one night her phone rang. She rubbed her eyes, and picked up.

‘Um . . . I’m with emergency medical services . . .’

The young man on the end of line seemed to be having trouble expressing what he wanted to say.

‘Am I speaking to Kaede-san? Good. I see. We found your name on a note pinned to the wall . . . as an emergency contact. It seems that your grandfather called for an ambulance. And then . . . well, how can I put it . . . ?’

‘What’s happened?’

‘He’s saying that you’re here, um . . . lying dead in a pool of blood.’

At his regular clinic, they said that it might be Parkinson’s disease but they couldn’t be sure, and recommended that he go to a major hospital. At the university hospital they did a full battery of tests, including a CT scan.

The young female doctor gave Kaede the diagnosis, despite the presence of her grandfather asleep in the seat next to her.

‘Your grandfather has Lewy Body Dementia.’
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It had been a struggle for Kaede to accept that her brilliant grandfather had been diagnosed with dementia at such an early age; he was only just into his seventies. However, after researching, she found that every one of his symptoms was consistent with the disease. She read that over 4.5 million people in Japan suffered from dementia, and that it wasn’t one single condition; there were several different variations of the disease.

Dementia can be categorized into three main types.

Most commonly, there’s Alzheimer’s, accounting for about 70 per cent of patients. It’s caused by the accumulation of a plaque on the brain. This plaque is created by the breakdown of a protein known as beta-amyloid 42. When people hear the word dementia, it’s likely Alzheimer’s that comes to mind first.

The second most common is vascular dementia, brought on by the after-effects of a stroke, and is the cause of 20 per cent of dementia cases.

Both of these types present with similar symptoms: memory loss that causes the patient to repeat the same thing over and over, and disorientation, where sense of time and/or place becomes hazy and the patient often ends up wandering around, confused.

And then there’s Dementia with Lewy Bodies (DLB), commonly known as Lewy Body Dementia, affecting 10 per cent of the patient total.

This was Kaede’s grandfather’s diagnosis.

DLB wasn’t named until 1995, making it one of the more recently discovered diseases in the long history of human illness. It has gained attention in recent years as ‘the third dementia’, with the race to understand its pathology underway in the medical field. There are a number of ongoing clinical trials.

Tiny, fried-egg-shaped crimson structures called Lewy bodies are consistently found on the brains and brainstems of DLB patients. These mini fried eggs cause symptoms such as tremors in the limbs and walking difficulties, often referred to as Parkinson’s symptoms; or shouting out in one’s sleep, known as REM sleep behaviour disorder. They also lead to states of drowsiness during the day, known as hypersomnia, and to spatial recognition impairment, where patients cannot perceive distances accurately.

However, the most distinctive symptom, and one that is unique to this variation of dementia, is the visual hallucinations. While the appearance of the hallucinations varies – some patients report seeing them in black and white, others in colour – the common denominator is that they are always described as ‘vivid’, ‘graphic’ or ‘distinct’.

For example, upon waking in the morning and opening their eyes, a patient may see ten people standing in their room, silently staring at them. Or perhaps there’s a giant snake coiled up on the dining table. Or sometimes a girl with pigtails will trail behind them all day long.

Fantastical visions are not uncommon either.

A pig marches briskly across the room on two legs.

A fairy leaps gracefully onto a plate.

And then of course there’s the blue tiger that Kaede’s grandfather claimed to see . . .

Oddly, in most cases, there’s no accompanying auditory hallucination. These creatures that manifest themselves are purely visual illusions. In other words, they don’t talk to the patient.

Human beings possess five senses, but it is believed that 90 per cent of the information we receive from the world around us is through sight. To the majority of DLB sufferers, these hallucinations are completely real. The most common expression used by patients is ‘seeing is believing’. It’s no easy task to convince them that something doesn’t exist when they can see it with their own eyes.

When their friends or family use phrases such as ‘there’s nothing there’ or ‘that’s impossible’ or even ‘pull yourself together’ it’s very common for the patient to get angry. This is one of the reasons why caring for DLB patients is so difficult.

In a handbook for caregivers, Kaede found the following advice:

If the patient tells you for example that they can see a giant insect or that they’re scared, don’t dismiss their fears with responses such as ‘It’s just your imagination’ or ‘You know it’s because of your illness’. Be patient with them. Try clapping your hands and saying, ‘Look! I scared it away. You’ll be fine now.’ Changing the topic of conversation is also effective.

That all made sense, Kaede thought.

Her grandfather had never in his life raised his voice to her, and she was determined not to get into an argument with him. For that reason, she always avoided discussing his illness with him. And when he talked about his hallucinations, she was careful not to deny their existence.

Making a patient aware that they have dementia is next to impossible. Even if it were possible, it would be too cruel.

But at the same time, Kaede couldn’t help but feel an odd sense of unease. It was like doing a simple mathematical equation that should have divided evenly, but inexplicably left a remainder where there shouldn’t be one . . . It was a feeling subtly different from the wishful thinking that her grandfather’s dementia wouldn’t develop further or that he would never lose his sharp mind.

But something’s not quite right . . .

What was causing her feeling of unease? Kaede couldn’t identify it.
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A fifteen-minute bus ride from Gumyoji station in Yokohama brought Kaede back to her one-room apartment.

A book had arrived in the mail, a collection of essays by literary critic and mystery fiction connoisseur Takeshi Setogawa.

The title page read: 1 April 1998, First Edition.

If Kaede remembered correctly, Setogawa had passed away shortly after its publication, at the age of fifty. In other words, this book had been his last work.

Under her grandfather’s tutelage, Kaede had become an avid mystery fan. Eventually, she’d felt the need to branch out beyond reading novels and had begun delving into the essay collections by Setogawa that she found on her grandfather’s bookshelves. She was completely blown away.

The literary critic would select a work and, with his unique perspective and quite natural brilliance, discuss its appeal. His essays, almost without exception, were more entertaining than the works themselves. For example, in a series of essays titled A Pilgrimage of the Masterpieces, he skewered the classic works of three iconic authors of the genre – Ellery Queen, Agatha Christie, and John Dickson Carr – daring to ask the question ‘Are these true masterpieces?’ His arguments were more logical, thrilling and flawless than the novels themselves. Yet, whether intentionally or not, Setogawa’s deep love for these authors seeped from between the lines of his writing, leaving Kaede with a warm and fluffy feeling each time she read them.

This was the god who had turned Kaede into a fan of the classic Golden Age mystery.

Takeshi Setogawa. (Just whispering his name to herself made Kaede’s heart flutter.)

Back in 1970 or so, the young Setogawa had been a central figure in the legendary Waseda Mystery Club, a university student circle that would go on to produce a whole slew of famous mystery writers and critics.

There used to be a cafe in Nishi-Waseda called Mon Chéri where, day after day, the students of the Waseda Mystery Club would froth in excitement over the latest mystery novels. At the centre of these discussions was always Setogawa, with his heavy eyebrows and striking facial features, smiling brightly.

And Kaede’s own grandfather had been a core member of this same club.

Coffee and mystery novels went extremely well together.

The cafe’s vertical sign that read Speciality coffee: Mon Chéri in three-dimensional white lettering on a blood-red background seemed inviting to nobody but the most dedicated mystery aficionados. Its dark, bitter coffee swirled with bubbles that seemed to conceal an unfathomable mystery. The yellow-tiled exterior was reminiscent of Gaston Leroux’s The Mystery of the Yellow Room, and the echo of the actors’ footsteps as they trod the boards in the tiny theatre right above could have come straight out of G. K. Chesterton’s ‘The Queer Feet’ or Edogawa Ranpo’s ‘The Stalker in the Attic’.

But now Mon Chéri was gone; all Kaede could do was give free rein to her imagination. With Setogawa and her grandfather as regulars, that cafe must have radiated a vibrant energy, much like the iconic Tokiwa-so apartment building full of aspiring manga artists, or Mount Liang from the classic Chinese novel, Water Margin.

I wish I could have been there to hear the two of them debating classic mysteries . . .

The coffee shop no longer in existence, Kaede’s imagination expanded to fill the gaps created by its absence.

Mon Chéri was no more, but there were still Setogawa’s books. Kaede preferred to have her favourite books within easy reach, but since all her grandfather’s books were meticulously preserved in translucent glassine covers, not a single page dog-eared, Kaede was hesitant to borrow any. Consequently, she had made the decision to purchase all of Setogawa’s essays for herself.

Wonderful! It even has the original obi wrapper band intact . . .

Kaede was overjoyed to find that the book she’d just purchased was in mint condition. Truth be told, she would have preferred to collect brand-new copies of everything, but as this particular book was out of print, she’d had no choice but to buy a used copy from an online specialist bookshop.

With this volume, her Setogawa set was complete.

I wonder what it says about a twenty-seven-year-old woman that I’m this proud of my collection?

With a delighted grin on her face, and without bothering to sit down, she starting flipping through the book. As she did so, four small pieces of paper fluttered out from between the pages like ginkgo leaves in autumn, and landed softly on the carpet.

What’s this?

Kaede carefully gathered up the papers and laid them out on the dining table. She stared at them a while. They were rectangles of various sizes.

Too many to be bookmarks . . . And the paper is too sturdy for them to be sticky notes . . .

They were clippings from a magazine or a newspaper.

And each was an obituary reporting the death of Takeshi Setogawa.
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Taking advantage of the national holiday, Kaede set off for Meguro Ward. It was three days since she’d last visited her grandfather. He lived in a residential area, by Himonya Hachimangu Shrine, which housed the local guardian deity.

Grandfather’s home was an unassuming two-storey wooden house that had fallen into some disrepair. Cherry tree and Japanese paper plant branches extended beyond the wall of the modest garden.

The wooden nameplate on the gatepost was beautifully etched, the ink still vivid. It was in her grandfather’s bold handwriting, familiar to Kaede since childhood. It is said that a nameplate is the face of a house, and Kaede reflected that perhaps the reason this rundown house still retained an air of dignity was thanks to her grandfather’s skilful brushwork.

However, after she passed through the gate, it was a different story. The house’s charm rapidly diminished. There had once been a sequence of smooth, rounded rocks creating a path to the front door, but since Grandfather’s diagnosis these had been replaced with characterless concrete. The front door was long overdue for renovation, and its knob squeaked as Kaede turned it. Immediately she was assailed by the smell of antibacterial soap.

She was about to call out to see if the home helper was in, but stopped herself when she noticed there were no shoes in the genkan entranceway. It was likely that the helper had just left after finishing the cleaning and laundry.

Several new handrails had been installed along the hallway, essential for her grandfather to get around the house. There had been complicated procedures and paperwork to get through when applying to the local authorities for equipment like this, and the delays and excessive waiting times had meant that Kaede’s grandfather, like many others, had ended up paying out of pocket for the installation.

Kaede took the door on the left into the living room.

Her eyes went straight to the house’s main supporting pillar, its sheen long gone. There was a series of horizontal pencil marks on it, recording the height of her mother while she was growing up, and of Kaede too, the only grandchild. Although the numbers and dates had almost faded to nothing, her grandfather’s master penmanship was unmistakeable. But she felt her chest contract in pain when she saw one of the handrails bolted straight through the middle of the lettering.

She noticed that several white T-shirts had been hung up to dry by the window.

Oh no. That was careless of the home helper.

It was advised not to hang laundry to dry indoors, because DLB patients might mistake the clothes for people. White T-shirts were the worst for this, because they were like a blank canvas for the patients’ most intense hallucinations.

Kaede had read that for similar reasons paintings with human subjects and family photographs should be kept out of sight. This had prompted her to stash all the framed photos from her grandfather’s desk in the back of a drawer.

She hurried over to the window and had just begun to take the T-shirts off the hangers, when she heard her grandfather’s voice behind her.

‘I’m sorry. Sanae hung those up to dry. Are they not properly clean?’

Grandfather walked across the living room, coffee cup in hand, and sat down on the bed. The upstairs bedroom had already been converted into a storage room, so now his movements were limited to this living room, where his bed was located, and the study, next to it at the far end of the hallway.

Judging by his steady gait, he seemed to be doing much better than on Kaede’s previous visit. One common characteristic of Lewy Body Dementia was significant fluctuations in the day-to-day physical condition of patients.

‘No, I was just trying to straighten out the creases,’ Kaede replied, giving up and leaving the T-shirts where they were. ‘So, it was Mum who came by today, not the home helper?’

‘Yes, she was in a bit of a hurry because she had to get back to work. It’s a pity – you just missed her.’

Kaede felt relieved.

It’s better that way . . .

. . . at least today, when she needed to bring up such an important topic with her grandfather. It was rare these days to see him in such good health.

‘Sanae’s coffee tastes good even when it’s gone cold,’ remarked her grandfather with a smile, readjusting himself on the bed. With a slightly trembling hand he lifted his cup to his lips and took a sip before continuing.

‘No danger of spilling it today. I’m in pretty good shape, even though I say so myself . . . I’d like to ask you something. It’s just a hunch though . . .’

He took another sip of coffee and then looked Kaede straight in the eyes.

‘You have something important to discuss with me, don’t you? I can tell just by looking at your expression.’

Kaede felt a bit like crying. As usual he avoided using the third person to refer to himself (‘Grandpa can tell’) the way most grandparents did when talking with a grandchild. It was one of his endearing quirks.

She saw that those clear, brown eyes with their gentle gaze were alert. It felt as if her beloved Grandpa from long ago was back with her; there was no hint of drowsiness and his speech was lucid. She realized that, out of concern for his health, she’d avoided any serious conversation for about six months.

Now was the moment to ask. She gathered her courage.

‘Yes, actually, there is something I want to ask you.’

‘What is it?’

‘Grandpa . . .’

She struggled to hold back her tears.

‘Grandpa . . . you know, don’t you – that you’re ill? That you’ve been seeing things that aren’t there? You already know that, don’t you?’

She couldn’t do it. Her voice was beginning to wobble.

‘But because you didn’t want to worry me . . .’

The tears began to fall. She had promised herself she wouldn’t cry.

‘Because you didn’t want to worry me, you’ve been pretending not to know.’

Her grandfather wore the same gentle smile as he took another sip of coffee. Then, with the greatest care, he placed the cup on the dining table by the bed.

‘Yes, Kaede, you’re correct. I have Lewy Body Dementia.’

Her instincts had been right.

Her grandfather’s irises were iridescent, like fine glasswork, with a depth that pulled you in. Yes, that was it – they were still alive with the same light of intelligence that had always been there. And that, Kaede now recognized, was the true source of the unease that she had been feeling.
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Over the next couple of days, Kaede dug deeper into the subject of Dementia with Lewy Bodies.

She discovered that among DLB patients there could be significant differences in the decline of memory and spatial recognition, depending on where in the brain the Lewy bodies developed.

Some patients were constantly fearful of their hallucinations, while others got used to them very easily. The intensity of symptoms varied greatly from patient to patient.

There were also numerous reports that when the balance of medications was perfectly managed, the visual hallucinations could disappear completely, as if a fog had lifted. In fact, depending on their physical condition, there were days when patients might show no signs of cognitive decline at all.

What surprised Kaede the most was learning that many DLB patients were fully aware that the images they saw were not real, but rather a product of the illness. There were those who took an extremely positive approach to the situation, looking forward to whatever hallucinations the day might bring; some even made a hobby out of sketching them.

However, there was still a lack of scientific understanding in the field of DLB, which led to many misconceptions, even in the medical field. There were plenty of doctors who would jump to a diagnosis of progressive dementia simply due to these vivid hallucinations, without properly considering the full range of possibilities.

The onset of DLB did not necessarily mean mental decline. When Kaede learned this, her own sense of unease lifted like a fog.
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‘Well, besides these Parkinson’s-like symptoms . . .’ Kaede’s grandfather had said, glancing down at the slight quiver in his hand, ‘I noticed a long time ago that my mental state was far from what you’d call normal. For example, when I look at those bookshelves, I see the kind of intricate engravings that a skilled carpenter would carve into a mikoshi festival float. But when I try to trace them with my fingers, there’s no texture to suggest it’s been carved at all – the wood is perfectly smooth. So, which should I trust, my sight or my touch? Well, it makes no sense to assume someone snuck in at night and created intricate carvings the whole length of that wall without my noticing. Who in their right mind would break into an old man’s room just to engrave a bookshelf? This unfortunately led me to the conclusion that it’s my sense of touch I need to trust. I can’t rely on my sight any more.’

Kaede had listened silently, unable to find the words to respond.

‘So, then I wondered: what was the cause of this anomaly? My computer’s down so I can’t use that to investigate. I thought about searching on my smartphone, but as you can see, my hands are too unsteady. But more significantly, after I saw you lying dead on the floor and called an ambulance, your mother confiscated my phone, so I had no way to access the internet at all.’

Grandfather had pouted, but there was a devilish twinkle in his eye.

‘I convinced the helper to call me one of those wheelchair-accessible taxis, and I took a trip to the library. It took me the whole day to investigate because my eyes would go blurry staring at all those words, but in the end, I knew what disease I was suffering from. Incidentally, you know how Hercule Poirot is always talking about his “little grey cells”?’

He smiled ruefully.

‘Well, it turns out that in my case, due to the reddish-orange appearance of those Lewy bodies scattered throughout my brain, I have “little scarlet cells”.’

‘Wait . . .’ Kaede heard her own voice begin to crack. ‘Then why did you make a point of telling me all about your hallucinations if you already knew they weren’t real?’

‘Well, you see . . .’

Grandfather hesitated a moment.

‘It’s because while I was telling you about them, your facial expressions would change so much. You’d look surprised, or you’d smile. But most importantly, you’d speak, responding to the stories. And that was how I could be sure that you were really there.’

‘Huh? What are you talking about? I’ll always be right there for you, Grandpa.’

‘Let me put it another way. I once turned to you and told you that I was afraid that I didn’t have very much longer to live, and . . . how can I put it . . . ? I dislike that term shukatsu; planning for the end of life has a very unpleasant ring to it . . . Anyway, I had a conversation with you where I was completely honest about how I envisaged living out the rest of my life. At the time I thought I was in excellent shape, perfectly lucid. I remember thinking, “Now’s the right moment to express these thoughts.” I must have talked for about an hour. But for some reason, you sat there listening to my whole speech in total silence, expressionless. And then . . .’

Grandfather paused and dropped his gaze.

‘You vanished before my eyes. You were a hallucination.’

Perhaps it was the memory combined with the taste of his dark-roasted coffee, but a look of bitterness flashed across his face.

‘I can’t imagine anything more miserable than that. At that point I resolved never to bring up the subject of my illness unless you mentioned it first. Even if it meant you thought I was a senile old man who couldn’t hold a decent conversation any more. There was nothing else for it.’

Grandpa . . .

She whispered the word in her heart.

Grandpa . . .

Her grandfather who couldn’t bring himself to – or rather didn’t dare to – talk to his granddaughter about preparing for the end of his life.

How had she not noticed how much pain he was in?

He saw hallucinations clear as life, and frequently. Along with memory loss, he also suffered from occasional impaired consciousness. His movements were slow and laboured due to Parkinson’s-like symptoms.

And yet his mind was still as sharp as ever.
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School was out at the nearby Christian-run preschool.

Kaede could hear the children singing what sounded like a nursery rhyme as they passed by the house. Their slightly off-pitch singing was adorable. Even the lines on Grandpa’s face naturally relaxed.

It was autumn, when the evening sun seemed to plunge like a pebble into a well. But today there was still time before the sun set.

‘Grandpa, I’ve got something I want to show you.’

Kaede took the collection of essays by Takeshi Setogawa out of her black bag.

If Grandpa had been napping in his chair as usual, she would have draped the freshly laundered blanket she had brought over him, then sat beside him reading for a while.

But perhaps with Grandpa alert the way he is right now . . .

Grandfather took his rimless reading glasses from the pocket of his gown and placed them on the high bridge of his nose. Even then, he still had to hold the book at quite a distance to make it out.

‘This is Setogawa’s last work!’ he said, deeply moved. ‘You didn’t need to buy it; I would have given you my copy.’

Kaede smiled to herself.

No way. I’d never have taken your precious book . . .

‘I’m pretty sure it’s out of print,’ Grandfather added. ‘I’m surprised you managed to get a copy.’

‘Well, these days they have speciality stores online for used books, so you can get hold of rare books fairly easily. Anyway, I found these tucked inside.’

Kaede opened the book and took out the four obituary clippings, placing them on the table.

TAKESHI SETOGAWA, PROMINENT MYSTERY NOVEL AND FILM CRITIC, PASSES AWAY

THE PASSING OF SETOGAWA; HIS TALENT WILL BE SORELY MISSED

AN ERA OF MULTILAYERED CRITICISM – THE LEGACY OF SETOGAWA

SETOGAWA TALKED OF A JOYOUS UNION OF MYSTERY AND FILM

Grandfather glanced over the headlines.

‘Yes, I read them all at the time,’ he said, a tinge of sorrow in his voice. ‘Two other newspapers also ran articles. Of course, I’ve kept them all in my scrapbook.’

Kaede found herself once again impressed by her grandfather’s memory. Although the disease had caused him to forget many recent events, when it came to the past, the drawers of his mind seemed to slide right open.

‘Grandpa, I think we’ve got an everyday-life mystery to solve here.’

‘Is that so?’ he remarked. ‘Something like, “Who placed these clippings inside this book, and for what purpose?”’

‘Exactly. For a start, using four newspaper clippings as bookmarks is a bit excessive, don’t you think? And obituaries in place of sticky notes? Weirdly inappropriate, right?’

‘Hmm, reminds me of a Harry Kemelman story,’ Grandfather said, taking off his glasses.

Kemelman’s famous short story ‘The Nine Mile Walk’ was a mystery of pure logic in which the single line, ‘A nine-mile walk is no joke, especially in the rain,’ overheard outside a pub, leads to the solution of a murder case from the previous day.

‘Kaede, pass me a cigarette, would you?’

There was something rhythmic about his request, almost incantatory.

Kaede retrieved a blue box of cigarettes from the drawer of the writing desk. Gauloises, a French brand. They weren’t particularly expensive, but not easy to find either. Kaede always bought them from a famous tobacconist’s – a tiny shop in the second-hand-bookshop district of Jinbocho.

‘I’d appreciate it if you could light it for me. Yes, that’s it. My hands tremble a bit, so I avoid imbibing when I’m alone.’

Grandfather would often say ‘imbibe’ or ‘drink’ a cigarette rather than ‘smoke’. It was a holdover from a bygone era when cigarettes weren’t considered a vice, and were instead an accepted luxury item like alcohol. Even when he was young, he only ‘drank’ a few a week; now he rarely partook. Kaede believed he should be allowed to indulge in this one small pleasure.

As Grandfather drank in his cigarette, an expression of quiet bliss passed across his face.

Kaede didn’t mind the smell of Gauloises, but she cracked the window slightly, afraid the drying T-shirts might absorb the smoke. Grandfather slowly exhaled.

‘Right then . . .’ he said, his voice alive with anticipation. It was as if the cigarette had flipped some kind of switch in his brain. ‘What kind of tale can you weave from this evidence?’

Kaede’s pulse quickened. Her grandfather had always referred to these kinds of hypotheses as ‘tales’ to ‘weave’.

He was back. This was her old Grandpa.

‘Here’s what I’ve come up with . . .’

She did her best not to get too excited, sharing a couple of theories that she’d been carefully piecing together in her head.

‘Tale Number One: the person who put the obituaries inside the book was its original owner. He or she wanted to share with other Setogawa fans the overwhelming sense of emptiness they’d felt at his death, so they put the articles inside the book for the buyer to find.’

She glanced at her grandfather, who nodded as if she had just voiced his own thoughts.

Presenting her ‘tales’ to him usually made her nervous; today, however, she only felt joy.

Just like the old days . . .

‘Um . . . Tale Number Two . . .’ she announced, forcing herself to focus. ‘The owner of a used bookshop put the clippings in the book. He or she is a fan of Setogawa. Decades after its original publication, an order comes in for the last book Setogawa ever wrote. Thrilled, they include these obituaries as a gift to a fellow enthusiast – namely me – despite never having met me.’

Kaede’s throat felt dry, surely from the excitement at engaging with Grandpa this way.

‘What do you think?’ she asked eagerly. ‘That’s what I’ve come up with so far.’

‘Hmm. Not bad, I suppose. Both stories have a certain logic about them, neither are too far-fetched. But you know there are serious inconsistencies in both.’

‘Are there?’

Kaede bit her lip.

‘Let’s start with Tale One. Why would someone who is such a diehard fan of Setogawa as to cut out and keep his obituaries sell his or her precious copy of this book? The author’s last ever published work no less? Anyone with a normal sense of attachment would have kept the book, along with the cuttings, as part of their personal collection.’

Kaede could only agree.

‘You’re right. From a book lover’s perspective, that theory is difficult to accept.’

‘The second tale is more plausible than the first. But there are still inconsistencies. If the bookseller included those obituaries out of generosity, then why didn’t they include even a short note? They took the trouble to place those cuttings between the pages, so why didn’t they write something like, “I’m so happy this book is going to a fellow fan. I’ve taken the liberty of including a few cuttings to commemorate Setogawa’s death.” Why did he or she make so little effort? In short . . .’

Grandpa’s conclusion was characteristically blunt.

‘Both Tale One and Tale Two are fundamentally flawed. Which means there must be another explanation. We’ll call it Tale X.’

‘All right,’ said Kaede, her voice a little hoarse. ‘Can you weave Tale X for me?’

Grandpa didn’t respond right away. He clung to the shrinking Gauloise between his thumb and forefinger as if it pained him to part with it, then finally exhaled the last of its smoke.

His eyes began, ever so slowly, and yet surely, to close. Kaede was afraid he was falling asleep. But she needn’t have worried. They suddenly snapped back open.

‘I’m seeing a picture now!’ he pronounced. ‘I’m sorry to say that the man who previously owned that book is already deceased.’

‘What?’

‘Take a look over there. Can’t you see the face of a man at peace?’

Oh, he’s hallucinating . . .

And yet, Kaede’s intuition told her that this hallucination was grounded in logic.

‘Here’s our Tale X: before he passed away, this man kept copies of the obituaries of Takeshi Setogawa between the pages of this book. Perhaps it was a memorial to his beloved writer, or some kind of mourning ritual. His widow, having no idea how much the book had meant to her late husband, packed it up with the rest of his book collection and dropped them off at a used bookshop.’

That had to be it!

It was the perfect tale. No gaps in logic, no inconsistencies.

But Kaede decided to press her grandfather further.

‘How can you be sure that the previous owner was a man? It could just as easily have been a woman.’

‘No, it couldn’t,’ Grandfather replied simply. ‘When a spouse dies it’s the wife who can control her grief enough to behave in a composed and practical manner. A husband would be completely useless. I know, because it happened to me.’

He looked down at the floor.

‘When your grandmother passed away, I couldn’t function at all.’

Kaede pictured her late grandmother’s kind face.

There was a lingering silence.

Then Grandfather
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