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Pearl City

Silhouetted against the noonday sky, the president of Tokai Pearls Limited stood at his suite window and surveyed the harbour. His gaze ranged from the shipyards and submarine docks of Kawasaki Heavy Industries to the Mosaic shopping mall and its slow-turning Ferris wheel, then to the Port Tower where tour boats came and went from the ferry terminal, and finally to the Rokko mountains which lifted the suburbs in a great pale wave above the sea.

‘Do you know why they call this Pearl City?’ he asked.

The three dark suits at the back of the room said nothing. Their collective gaze instead fell to the middle-aged woman in a blue pantsuit who sat on the leather sofa chair in front of them. She was generously built, wore her hair in a jet-black bob, and rested her manicured hands on a chestnut brown handbag in her lap.

‘Because pearls are a Kobe girl’s best friend?’ she ventured.

The president’s laughter rolled about the room like distant thunder. ‘Good, good! I like it,’ he said. Then, to the back of the room, ‘Danno, make a note of that. We could use it in advertising.’

A slim young man with a fashionable hairstyle gave a curt ‘Hai!’, drew a pen from his breast pocket and scribbled into a notepad.

The president seated himself behind a desk of polished walnut, a pink conch shell paperweight to one side, a speed-dial phone to the other. He was a short man, heavy-set, with a cherubic face and a smooth, tanned pate that was catching the sunlight at such an angle that it made him look almost angelic.

‘I’ll tell you why it’s called Pearl City, Ms Suzuki,’ he said. ‘Because more pearls pass through this town than anywhere else in the world, and more pearls pass through this company than any other in this town. Our reputation, like our pearls, is unblemished.’ He leaned forward. ‘That is why we have asked you here today.’

Suzuki glanced about the room. She noted the reproductions of old photos showing pearl luggers, turn-of-the-century fishing villages and half-naked female divers—the famed ‘sea women’ of Mie prefecture. She noted the brass diving bell helmet set on the teakwood sideboard, the mounted staghorn of red coral, and the framed photo of the Empress of Japan, around whose neck gleamed three strands of fine Akoya pearls. Her gaze returned to the president.

‘Someone is stealing from me and I want to know who,’ he said, then nodded towards the young man behind her. ‘Danno here is my assistant.’

‘Thank you for coming, Ms Suzuki,’ Danno said, stepping lightly across the room to his boss’s side. ‘You come highly recommended.’

‘Oh?’ she said.

‘You did some work for my wife’s sister a few months ago—a Ms Deguchi?’

Suzuki’s eyebrows arched. ‘The underwear thief case?’

‘She said you’re a fast worker. “Very intuitive” were the words she used.’

‘I had some help—’

‘Nevertheless,’ the president interrupted, ‘there are one hundred and twelve staff at this company, nearly all of them female. We believe a female detective, such as yourself, stands a better chance of finding a thief than the city police. We are offering a fee of three hundred thousand yen, paid upfront, with another three hundred thousand paid to you for proof of the thief’s identity.’ He nodded at Danno, who reached into his breast pocket, produced a white envelope and passed it to her.

She felt the tight wad of crisp banknotes inside and drew a breath—more than a month’s salary in her hands. She looked up and her gaze was arrested by the image of a solo free diver on the wall behind the president. She was full breasted and strong armed, wearing only a loincloth and a line tethered to her waist as she descended the depths on shafts of sunlight. Suzuki had heard that the ‘sea women’ of Mie could stay down longer than men; their extra body fat kept them from freezing. She wondered how much a woman like that had gotten paid for her time and efforts.

‘Ms Suzuki?’ said Danno. ‘May we have your answer, please?’

Her gaze returned to the two men and she breathed out slowly.

***

The Tokai Pearls building stood at the end of the esplanade, a handsome six-storey monolith of sandstone and steel that had miraculously survived the American air raids of the Pacific War. The pearl-sorting rooms were located on the second and third floors. Their wide windows ran the length of the harbour-facing side, which, explained Danno, allowed the pearl graders to take full advantage of the natural light.

They stopped halfway along a corridor and Suzuki peered in through the porthole window of a door labelled ‘B Section’. Dozens of women in powder blue uniforms and matching hats bearing the Tokai insignia hunched over their workstations, dexterously scooping pearls from small blue buckets and placing them on sorting mats. They held each pearl to the light with a set of digital calipers, rotated it slowly for a few moments, then placed it into one of several containers.

‘Pearls are assessed for their size, colour, lustre, shape and surface,’ said Danno.

‘Are they paid well?’

‘The graders? Two hundred and eighty thousand yen a month is their starting salary.’

‘May I see one of the workstations?’

He glanced at his watch. ‘D Section is on a tea break. Follow me.’

They took the stairwell to the third floor and stopped at a door identical to the first. Danno swiped his access card and they stepped inside. Clear, bright light bathed the room and the air smelled faintly of chemicals. It reminded Suzuki of a veterinarian clinic, or a school science lab.

She sat at a workstation near the window and examined the sorting trays, the caliper, tweezer and loupe stand, the rubber gloves and alcohol spray dispensers, all arranged neatly on the white table before her. She glanced up at the CCTV cameras on the ceiling, then down at the blue plastic bucket filled with pearls beside her. The set-up reminded her of a pachinko parlour, the kind that one passed in downtown alleys where patrons sat dumbly for hours amassing buckets of ball bearings, which they exchanged for cash at a mouse-hole window outside.

‘May I?’ she said.

‘Be my guest,’ Danno said.

She plunged her hand into the bucket, gathered a handful and held them to the light. Then she let them slip between her fingers, feeling their coolness, listening to the music they made as they tumbled back into the bucket.

‘Where do they go from here?’ she asked.

‘To the pearl masters on the fifth floor. Six qualified gemmologists make the final selections.’

‘And then?’

‘Then the highest quality pearls are barcoded and given ID numbers. After that, they’re threaded into strands for sale.’

‘How do you know if any are missing?’

‘Until they reach the pearl masters, we don’t.’

‘You don’t?’

‘Thousands of pearls move through here each week, too many to be counted individually.’

‘And those that don’t make the cut?’

‘Sold at auctions. Mostly to local Chinese and Indian gem traders.’

Suzuki gazed out the window. Sighting the wavelike outline of the Oriental Hotel on the other side of the harbour, she glanced at her watch and gasped. ‘Final question,’ she said, gathering her bag and rising quickly from the workstation. ‘To your knowledge, have any pearls ever been stolen before?’

‘The president is a very suspicious man …’

‘Has he ever been proven right?’

Irritation flashed over Danno’s face, but in a practised and professional tone he replied, ‘In an uncertain world, Ms Suzuki, there are people who will pay for certainty.’

***

She took a taxi to the Oriental Hotel, in her purse the previous week’s CCTV tapes of the sorting rooms and a memory stick containing personnel files of all the graders, including the gemmologists. It was a logical place to start, even if the assignment itself seemed illogical. For there to be a thief there must be a theft. When forty-three pairs of women’s underwear disappeared from a neighbourhood’s clothes lines, one could be sure it wasn’t the sea breeze that had carried them off.

The hotel lobby clock chimed once as Suzuki slipped behind the reception desk and checked the guest register. Despite her growling stomach—the meeting at Tokai Pearls had consumed her entire lunch hour—she set to work with vigour. A cruise ship had arrived in port, disgorging several hundred tourists from Shanghai, and the afternoon passed quickly as she and her colleagues processed the guests and got them settled.

With her shift finished, she left the hotel and hurried along the esplanade. Passing beneath the hourglass-shaped Port Tower, where the hobby fishermen cast for rockling and horse mackerel, a voice called out, ‘Oi, Suzuki-san!’

She turned to glimpse a man in his mid-fifties. He stood by himself with a fishing rod in his hands, smiling. Unlike the other old salts, he hadn’t gone to seed; he was clean-shaven with a full head of hair and a strong, tanned face. She flashed him a smile and hurried on.

She took the subway train to Minatogawa station, collected her bicycle and made her way up the gentle slopes, through narrow streets of tight-packed neighbourhoods, to the Octopus’s Kindergarten. There, she roused her four-year-old daughter who had been dozing peacefully under the watchful eye of the duty teacher, paid the monthly school fee for lunches and overtime care, and departed.

It was a skilful act carrying a sleepy child home by bicycle, and she had to ride the brake for most of the way. When the two of them reached the small apartment building, which stood on a knoll overlooking the city, the child’s grandmother was waiting in the street.

‘Okaerinasai,’ she said, lifting the youngster from the bicycle. Then to Suzuki, ‘How did it go?’

‘Cruise ship chaos again,’ Suzuki said. ‘What’s for dinner?’

The third-floor apartment smelled of steamed rice, seafood tempura and roasted green tea. Suzuki changed into tracksuit pants, took a low-malt beer from the fridge and collapsed into an old massage chair in front of the TV. She awoke to her mother’s hand gentling rousing her, and with her daughter already fed and asleep in bed, she ate dinner hungrily. With dishes done, she set up her laptop on the kitchen table and inserted the USB containing the Tokai Pearls staff files.

The profile photos were mostly of young women with fresh faces and serious expressions. They hailed from rural villages with names like Taka, Tamba, Ono, Shiso and Sasayama, having traded rural oppression for urban crush, drawn to the bright lights and excitement that no boonie backwater could ever offer a young woman in her prime. Suzuki doubted any one of these youngsters would risk it all to pocket a pearl or two.

By eleven p.m., the apartment was quiet and still. Her mother had long since bathed and gone to bed. Suzuki took another beer from the fridge and turned to the internet, a notepad beside her. She trawled sites on pearl grading, gem trading, pearl markets, auction sites, dollar–yen exchange rates. She scribbled like a madwoman, stopping only to swig her beer and ponder the ever-diminishing likelihood that the president of Tokai Pearls was being ripped off by one of his employees.

And yet the size and lucrativeness of the pearl trade surprised her. No less than a dozen companies kept offices downtown, and many of these represented industry heavyweights like Tiffany & Co., Cartier, Harry Winston and Chow Tai Fook.

She drained her beer, thought about a third but stopped herself; thirds led to fourths. She took a few moments to view the CCTV footage on her MediaPlayer. The images, although fuzzy, showed nothing more than rows of women in identical uniforms performing a very mundane task. It made her wonder about the motive behind the investigation—was it one man’s folly or a savvy businessman’s intuition?

***

The Haru-ichiban blew off the harbour the following night. It brought with it the tang of the sea and wind gusts which set the red lanterns of Chinatown bobbing like fat jellyfish.

Suzuki turned off Nankin-machi Street and into a narrow laneway. The uneven flagstones made this no place for a woman in high heels, but she had been here many times and deftly navigated to the end of the alley where a neon sign announced the Bar Bon Voyage. She paused beneath its orange glow, adjusted her midnight blue one-piece—just a pinch too tight—and pushed on the door. The warm, smoky fug of a Tuesday night washed over her. A chorus of greetings from the staff followed as she stepped inside and made her way along a long, dark wooden counter. At the very end sat a man with a sake flask and a small cup in front of him. At her approach he looked up and there it was again—that smile.

‘How come you never wave to me?’ he said, pulling out her chair.

To the staff she said, ‘A beer, please,’ and in the same breath, ‘You know it’s nothing personal, Teizo.’

‘So it’s professional,’ he said, returning to his sake cup and pouring it anew. ‘How’s the sleuthing business?’

‘How’s the fishing business?’

‘Like you, I’m catching only small ones.’

Her beer arrived. ‘Kampai,’ she said, touching the lip of her vessel to his.

‘A new case?’ he asked.

‘Can’t talk about it—yet.’

‘Can I help?’

‘Maybe not.’

‘I helped on the panty thief case.’

‘You did.’ She took a long draught of beer and wiped her lip.

‘And I helped you catch the shoplifting granddad.’

‘You did.’

‘Well, what have you got for me this time?’

‘This time I need to get inside a woman’s head, not a man’s.’

‘You came here tonight …’

She let a smile work its way to her lips and sighed. ‘This time I might just be chasing fresh air on the wild hunch of a paranoid company president.’

‘A man?’

‘Yes.’

‘I’m a man.’

‘I’ve noticed.’

‘Remember, a man fears things like a woman. Things that sometimes can’t be explained—or proven. Some feel it, some don’t.’ He took a sip of sake, then another. ‘Paranoia is just another word for fear.’

She raised the beer to her lips and in the bar mirror caught a glimpse of a middle-aged woman, full-faced, with gleaming black hair. Her eyes were quick, her red lips glistening.

‘Do I look like a private eye?’

Most men would have taken advantage of the question to let their gaze linger over her generous proportions, but Teizo looked her in the eye and said, ‘No.’

‘Good. Then tell me, what’s all this “male fear” business? Did they teach you that at submarine school?’

‘Didn’t need to. When you’re at sea for weeks, months even, you just learn it. You learn to smell fear above and below the surface.’

‘You smelled an underwear thief.’

‘What I’m saying is no man is born with instinct. He acquires it. And the faster he acquires it, the better his chances of survival. Maybe your pearl company president is such a man. Maybe he fears a thief will make him look bad and just needs you to prove there isn’t one.’ He drained his cup and ordered another flask.

‘What do you know about pearls?’ she asked.

‘Submariners call them mermaid tears.’

‘Interesting, but not useful.’

‘Then fill me in.’

‘Alright then.’ She swivelled on her chair to face him. ‘Why would a young woman, a high school graduate from a rural town, risk a good salary and her name to steal from the biggest pearl dealer in Asia?’

‘Tokai Pearls?’

‘Yes.’

The staff returned with fresh sake. Teizo waited for her to leave then said, ‘Pearls aren’t just pretty baubles, you know. They have practical uses. Medicine for one. The Chinese use pearl powder to treat skin problems. Chinese royalty used it as a beauty cream. In India it’s used to treat stomach aches. There’s also pearl tea, a health tonic …’

Suzuki had taken a pen from her handbag and began to scribble busily on a bar napkin.

‘Never really cared for pearls myself,’ he said finally. ‘They remind me of weddings and funerals.’

She put down her pen, raised her glass and said, ‘I’ll drink to that.’

***

To save the taxi fare she walked along Nankin-machi Street. The late-night ramen joints and the upstairs karaoke boxes resounded with drunken laughter, but the alleys that branched off it were sullen and cavernous with shadow.

She reached Sakaemachi Road, busy with westbound traffic, and feeling pensive, crossed over and continued south into the old financial precinct. Here the paving stones were wider, smoother, and the streets carried a whiff of the wealth and history they had accumulated from over a century of international trade. Sandstone and granite towered over her, corniced and classically hewn. Where no insurance company, bank or shipping office stood, an Armani, Porsche or Tiffany & Co. showroom glowed like a jewel in rock.

She pondered Teizo’s words—not so much the ‘male fear’ part but the possibilities that pearls presented. She passed by Mikimoto, the boutique of the famed pearl merchant of Mie, stopped and retraced her steps. Peering in at the strands of gleaming Akoya pearls, earrings, brooches and rings, she couldn’t help but repeat to herself Teizo’s words, ‘pretty baubles’. Ornaments like these were not the fashion statements of young women. They were certainly not the status symbols a pearl company employee would flash around, much less pitch on the open market. She caught herself, aware once more of the possibility that there might not even be a thief, that this could all be a sadistic scheme cooked up by a company president to project power and control over his staff—over her. On the other hand, who was she to complain? The advance would cover kindergarten lunches for six months. And if she did catch a thief, well, there was an extra three hundred thousand yen she could put towards her daughter’s future.

She continued walking and her thoughts turned again to Teizo. Was theirs a professional relationship or was it just two lonely hearts sharing a drink in Chinatown on Tuesday nights? She’d paid their bar bill and asked for a receipt; information was a commodity and she valued his learned opinion. But the jury remained out on the true motive for their night-time meetings.

After a short while she looked up, startled to see the huge red hourglass structure of the Port Tower looming large against the night sky.

‘Damn it,’ she hissed.

Resigning herself to the extra cost to save her legs, she hailed a taxi at the next convenience store and slumped back, watching through heavy eyelids as the peckish, the lonely and the drunk did their best to keep the night alive.

***

She awoke around two a.m. with her daughter asleep beside her, and her own mother emitting a snore from the next-door room that vibrated softly throughout the apartment.

She rose and went to the bathroom, but once back in bed could only lie on her back and stare up at the faint but irritating glow of the ceiling ‘bean’ light. The more she stared at it, the more her mind churned.

That was it!

She leaped from bed and rushed to the kitchen. Turning on the hot water pot and opening her laptop, Suzuki drummed her fingers on the table until the Tokai Pearls staff files materialised before her. She scrolled downwards, searching the faces of the young women as steam billowed behind her. And there it was: a photo of a woman older than the others, with a gaze more measured and calmer than her fresh-faced colleagues. She had dyed-brown hair, wrapped in a tight, fashionable bun that said she took pride in her appearance. But on these details Suzuki didn’t dwell; it was the redness covering the woman’s cheeks, a hot and irritated-looking skin condition—acne perhaps—that held her attention. She scribbled onto her pad as the hot water pot screamed and the jar of Nescafé lay untouched.

***

‘Reiko Ogino?’ Danno said, reading the name slowly. ‘She’s a supervisor in D Section. She’s been with us several years now.’

‘May I see her at work?’ Suzuki asked. Then added quickly, ‘She’s by no means a suspect.’

Danno smiled wryly. ‘We’re all suspects, Ms Suzuki. Just some more than others.’

They made their way to the third floor, stopping outside the grading room Suzuki had inspected the previous day.

‘Reiko Ogino is the one standing in the corner,’ said Danno.

Suzuki peered in through the porthole window and saw a woman speaking with one of the graders seated beside a window on the far side of the room. She strained to see Ogino’s face; the angle at which she stood gave away little more than the woman’s height and build. She was slim, strong-looking, with an upright posture. The grader said something that made Ogino laugh, pat her subordinate playfully on the arm and turn back to the room. Suzuki uttered a quiet gasp. The face she now glimpsed looked quite different to the woman in the file photo.

‘Would you like me to call her over?’ asked Danno.

‘No, no,’ Suzuki said quickly, turning away. ‘I just wanted to see what she looks like. Your staff photos—are they taken only once?’

‘Yes. When the employees first enter the company. Why do you ask?’

‘What time do they finish?’

‘D Section? At six p.m.’

Suzuki glanced at her watch. She gave Danno a hurried thank-you and left the building. In the taxi, she pulled a rice ball from her handbag and ate quickly, ignoring the curious glances of the driver all the way back to the hotel.

***

Teizo was not among the fisherman casting from the pier later that same day. Even if he had been, she’d not have had time to acknowledge his wave as she hurried around the harbour and back to the Tokai Pearl company gates. She arrived as the first employees were exiting, young women laughing and chatting as if the menial tasks they’d just spent hours performing were now a distant memory. Suzuki positioned herself across the road outside a convenience store, a cup of coffee in one hand, a mobile phone in the other, and, for effect, pretended to play Candy Crush.

The workers streamed through the gates. Gone were the formless blue uniforms that had reduced them to a single entity, a human resource to be watered and fed and paid out monthly. They wore fashionable blouses, colourful accessories, boots and form-fitting skirts with bolero denim jackets, clothes that revealed their individuality and character.

Amidst the outflow, sporting a striped blue and white sweatshirt, black jeans and pink Vans sneakers, Reiko Ogino appeared. She broke from the crowd and crossed the street towards the convenience store. Suzuki looked down in panic: she’d forgotten the sleuth’s most valued accessory, sunglasses. As Ogino reached the store entrance she made an evasive sidestep to avoid an outgoing patron. It brought her close enough for Suzuki to smell Ogino’s sandalwood fragrance and steal a close-up glimpse of her face, which was radiant, relaxed—and unblemished.

***

The following day Suzuki attended an open day at her daughter’s kindergarten, taking the morning off work to meet the teachers and chat with the other time-pressed, work-harried parents. They clustered at the back of the classroom listening to their children sing songs about pulling giant radishes, and a story about a boy who marched off to battle demons in a distant land—just like any single mother, Suzuki thought, except that the demons were disguised as beer, bills and a bad back.

That evening she viewed the CCTV footage again, focusing her attention this time on the happenings inside D Section. Each time Ogino came into view, Suzuki slowed the footage, noting the ease with which the supervisor interacted with her co-workers, in particular her habit of leaning in close when speaking to the younger employees with a laughing and smiling manner, as if work wasn’t the only thing they were discussing.

After an hour, with her eyes strained, Suzuki had to admit there was nothing untoward about the supervisor’s behaviour. In fact, Ogino’s seemingly compassionate and professional manner impressed her. She went to the fridge and pulled out a beer. Then she remembered: the laundry. With a heavy heart she replaced the can and from the bathroom lugged a full basket of damp clothes to the balcony. The city shimmered beneath her; a bullet train passed seamlessly through the constellation of streetlights, heading west to Fukuoka. Out to sea, freighters and night ferries floated like starships across the celestial stream, heading east with the tide. It was a view Suzuki could not savour until three generations of women’s socks, stockings and underwear had been strung beneath the moonlight.

***

A breakthrough came two days later.

Suzuki, having decided to walk to her dental appointment in Motomachi, spotted Ogino in Chinatown. Sidestepping into a kitchenware store on Nankin-machi Street, Suzuki pretended to examine the woks and noodle sieves, watching as Ogino disappeared inside a store nearby. She re-emerged a short time later and, in her trademark casual way, merged easily back into the crowds of tourists and sightseers.

Suzuki crossed the street and stepped up to the window of the Kanpō Satsuma medicine store. She pushed on the door, which set a small bell jingling, and entered. Aromas of spice and herbs filled her nostrils and, while not unpleasant, again reminded her of a school science lab. It was a small shop, uncluttered, and from behind its counter an elderly man in a batik shirt stood watching her approach through horn-rimmed glasses.

‘Do you treat skin problems?’ she asked.

‘What kind?’ he asked.

‘Acne.’

He turned to the wall of miniature drawers behind him, ran his finger down the labels of faded characters and pulled on a drawer handle.

‘Dokudami,’ he said, spooning a tiny sample of dried brown leaves onto some wax paper. ‘Add hot water, drink as tonic.’

‘I thought dokudami was a weed?’ she said, holding the sample to her nose and sniffing.

‘It’s cheap as weeds.’

‘Got anything else?’

He looked thoughtful. From another drawer he pulled a vial of white powder and placed it on the counter.

‘Add this to moisturising cream, cleanser or lotion, once daily.’

‘What is it?’ she said, holding the glass tube up to the light.

‘Akoya.’

‘Pearl?’

‘Pearl powder.’

‘How much?’

‘Eight thousand yen.’

‘Eight thousand!’

‘Why do you think I offered dokudami?’

‘Why so expensive?’

‘Specialty medicine. Won’t find a gram under a thousand yen anywhere else. Eight thousand yen gets you twenty percent discount.’

She turned the vial slowly, noting the dull white colour of the contents, its icing sugar consistency. ‘Who buys this stuff?’ she said.

‘Chinese. Off the cruise ships—’

‘Yes, yes, I know. Where do you get it from?’

He peered over his horn rims and his smile disappeared.

‘If you are thinking of going into business, don’t. There are cheaper and more popular medicines out there. Pearl powder is not one of them.’

Suzuki left the store with the vial in her handbag, and a receipt that she hoped she could claim as a business expense. After bathing that evening, she mixed a small amount of the powder into her moisturiser and applied it to her face. On waking the next morning, she inspected her face in the bathroom mirror. Was it the power of expectation or was her skin really smoother?

***

There was no proof that Ogino had ever used pearl powder, and it seemed unlikely that a woman who handled pearls every day for a living would spend eight thousand yen to buy her company’s own product. But how could the transformation in her appearance be explained? Quite easily, Teizo might have suggested: modern medicines were effective in treating all kinds of skin conditions, and there was no shortage of cold creams and steroid ointments one could get from a doctor nowadays. But what if a severe acne sufferer had tried them all, and to no effect? What if such medicines caused allergic reactions? What if someone was so desperate to find a cure for a debilitating condition that they were prepared to steal for it? The questions came thick and fast as Suzuki made her way along the esplanade towards the hotel the next morning.

At lunchtime she joined her co-workers in the staffroom for bento box lunches and green tea. But while the other staff chatted about the day’s strange house guests, next summer’s fashions and the current Korean TV dramas, Suzuki’s mind was elsewhere. That was, until the woman beside her gave a sudden cry and clutched at her throat.

‘What’s happening?’ one of the staff cried, giving the choking woman several firm slaps on the back.

‘Swallowed a plum stone,’ the woman said, coughing.

They rubbed her back and someone said, ‘Don’t worry, it will come out in your poo.’ This caused the others to erupt in guffaws. But Suzuki wasn’t laughing; she was deep in thought.

***

Friday night arrived, and with her mother at calligraphy class and her daughter storied-out and purring quietly in the next room, Suzuki poured herself a long shot of Suntory black label, added ice and soda, and set herself down at the kitchen table. She opened her laptop and inserted Danno’s USB. Eight hours of viewing CCTV was out of the question with a bottle of whisky in front of her. But she knew what she was looking for, and intuition told her she would most probably find it in the hours that followed the lunchbreak. She fast-forwarded to 13:30, just as D Section were returning from their break, and watched as each grader took her seat and resumed the mundane job of classifying pearls. Ogino took her own seat at a window-side terminal and set to work typing. This scene continued unchanged for quite some time. Suzuki yawned, thankful her own job allowed her to converse with people of all types, and that no two days behind the reception desk of an international hotel were ever the same.

She poured another whisky, tempering it with soda, and fast-forwarded the MediaPlayer to 15:30. It was then that something curious happened. As D Section’s tea-break began and the staff filed out of the room, Ogino lingered. She remained at her own workstation, swivelling her chair away from the ceiling camera. She then made a series of short upward movements with her hand—not once but half a dozen times. Suzuki peered closer at the grainy image on her monitor, not exactly sure what she had just witnessed. She rewound and viewed again, slowing the film and noting that Ogino’s movements were both swift and deliberate. She paused the player, froze the frame and zoomed in on her reflection in the window. She clicked ‘save’ and transferred the image to her desktop. She then resumed the video, watching curiously as Ogino turned back to her desk, lifted a drink bottle and took several sips. Suzuki reached for her own glass, saw that it was empty and splashed in some whisky. She swallowed the shot whole.

***

She awoke early, a hangover threatening, but not enough to bring on grumpiness. She prepared breakfast, a chore she performed on weekends to give her mother a break from feeding them before work and school. Then grandmother, daughter and granddaughter caught the train to the Mosaic shopping mall to hunt for summer clothes. June through to August were the months Suzuki detested most. The crushing humidity, sleepless nights and general irritability of the Kobe populace made the detective business less a test of acuity than one of mental and physical endurance.

After a cheap lunch at a family restaurant they took a stroll along the harbourfront, passing knots of high school lovebirds, wedding-goers dressed in their finest and Chinese-speaking tourists, all of whom made the port esplanade the best place to people watch in the city.

Teizo stood among the weekend fishermen, a bucket beside him, his suntanned head wrapped in a knotted white towel. The three women gathered around to inspect the wriggling rockfish he held up, much to the delight of Suzuki’s daughter.

‘Any luck?’ he asked Suzuki.

‘Some,’ she replied, then turned
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