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			Foreword

			520 dead, 4 survivors.

			The plot of Seventeen combines the real-life 1985 crash of a Japanese passenger plane with the fictional struggles of a local newspaper reporter.

			The scene of this crash of unprecedented proportions was a remote mountain range in Gunma Prefecture. At the time, I was working as an investigative/police beat reporter at a local Gunma newspaper. I arrived at the crash site after trekking for more than eight hours up a mountain with no routes or climbing trails. The terrain was steep, unimaginably narrow, and it was the rare lucky reporter who didn’t inadvertently step on a corpse. After sundown, I spent the night on the mountain, surrounded by body parts that no longer resembled anything human.

			For an extended period of time a huge volume of information was relayed from the ridge of Mount Osutaka by huge numbers of reporters. And yet, despite the enormity of the accident, as time passed the interest of the public waned. The kind of information we call news will always eventually evaporate, fade from the memory. That hollow sense of loss was one of the reasons I quit the newspaper industry, and turned my hand instead to ­writing fiction.

			News fades away, but stories stand the test of time. But in my case, even after my debut as a novelist, my mind was still possessed by that one shocking experience. My plan had been to write perfectly ordinary novels that relied neither on documented facts or personal memory, but my fixation on the crash site got in the way of those ideals. Finally, seventeen years after the crash, the writing of this book enabled me to escape its curse . . . It took this novel’s main character the same length of time to be ready to revisit the events of August 1985. By finally letting go of the memories you cling to, you allow new doors to open for you. In Seventeen, in distancing the action from the crash site and allowing the drama to be played out in the newsroom, far from the immediate tragedy, a whole new story has come to life. I believe that by detailing every psychological shift the editorial team undergo as they are inundated by one problem after another, I think I have shed some light on the workings of the Japanese media. I’m also confident that the reader will witness both the positive and negative essence of human nature.

			Hideo Yokoyama

		

	
		
			1

			The wheels on the old-fashioned train clunked to a stop.

			Doai station on the Japan Railways Joetsu line was in the far north tip of Gunma prefecture. The platform was in a deep underground tunnel, with 486 steps to climb to reach daylight. Perhaps ‘scale’ would have been a better word than ‘climb’, given how much his legs were having to work. It was fair to say that the ascent of Mount Tanigawa began right here.

			Kazumasa Yuuki began to feel pain as the tips of his toes pressed against his climbing boots. Pain-free, it would have been enough of a challenge to get to the top of the steps in one go. He reached the landing at the three hundredth step (the number was painted on it) and took a breather. He was struck by the same thought he’d had all those years before. He was being tested; maybe this was what separated the men from the boys. But if climbing stairs was enough to leave him out of breath, perhaps he didn’t have what it took to make an assault on Devil’s Mountain. Seventeen years ago, the excesses of a newspaper reporter’s lifestyle had left him struggling for breath; now, his fifty-seven years on this earth were taking their toll on his heart rate.

			He was going to climb the Tsuitate rock face.

			He felt his determination beginning to waver, but Kyoichiro Anzai’s twinkling eyes were still there in the back of his mind. He could still hear him, too – particularly one phrase that the veteran rock climber had casually dropped into conversation – ‘I climb up to step down.’

			Yuuki raised his head and began once again to climb the stairs.

			I climb up to step down. He had always wondered about the meaning of this riddle. He believed he had the solution, but the only person who knew the definitive answer wasn’t around any more to ask.

			Ground level at last. He stood a moment, bathed in the gentle, early-autumn sunshine. It had just turned two in the afternoon, and the wind felt a little cold on his cheek. Takasaki city, further south in Gunma prefecture, where Yuuki had lived most of his life, was nothing like this. The temperature and the way the air smelled were completely different here.

			He set off walking north along Route 291, leaving the red, pointed roof of the station building behind him. He passed over a level crossing, through a snow-break tunnel, and then, on his right, was a large swathe of lawn. Doai cemetery.

			He glanced at the monument, put up by the local people of the village of Minakami. It bore the names of all 779 climbers who had lost their life on Mount Tanigawa. The nickname Devil’s Mountain only began to convey its gruesome history. Other popular nicknames were Gravestone Mountain or Man-eating Mountain. It was part of a 2,000-metre mountain range, and nowhere on earth was there a deadlier peak. One reason was its location. It marked the border between two prefectures, and the weather there was notorious for changing with no warning; the results were often fatal. But the real reason for Mount Tanigawa’s reputation were its infamous vertical rock faces.

			It was all about being the first to conquer an unclimbed rock face, and rivalry was fierce. In the early days, the most extreme climbers poured into this area like a tsunami, craving the challenge and the kudos. When the underground station was first built, they used to run at full speed up all 486 steps. Every minute – every second – counted in the competition to scale the rock walls. They climbed with abandon, and fell with the same abandon. The more the word went around that Tanigawa was a treacherously difficult mountain, the more adrenalin-pumped these young, passionate climbers became, and the list of names on the monument grew longer.

			But one of the Ichinokurasawa rock faces, Tsuitate, remained unconquered; for years it had been among rock climbers a synonym for ‘impossible’ or ‘the ultimate challenge’. As time passed, equipment was improved, climbing skills became more sophisticated, and a dozen or so climbing routes were marked out on the Tsuitate face. Needless to say, it took the sacrifice of many more lives to accomplish this.

			The Worst of the Worst – the final nickname given to Tsuitate.

			‘Hey, Yuu. Let’s take a shot at Tsuitate!’

			Anzai had brought Yuuki to check out the Tsuitate face. It was Anzai, too, who had taught Yuuki everything he knew about climbing. Seventeen years ago, Yuuki and Anzai were supposed to have attached their climbing ropes and made their assault on the mountain.

			But their plans had been thwarted. The night before they were due to set out, a Japan Air Lines jumbo jet had crashed into the mountains near Uenomura, Gunma prefecture. In an instant, 520 lives were lost. Yuuki had been put in charge of coverage of the crash at the local North Kanto Times so, as it turned out, he’d done battle with a completely different ‘Gravestone Mountain’.

			And Anzai— Sensing activity ahead, Yuuki looked up to see that he had almost reached the Doaiguchi ropeway terminal. The square in front of the station and the nearby car park were bust­ling with day-trippers. Ignoring the souvenir stalls, he continued along the old road until he spotted the Climbing Information Centre. He glanced at his watch. It wasn’t quite three o’clock. He had a little time to wait, so he sat down on one of the benches inside. He was approached by a cheerful-looking man wearing an armband that identified him as a guide.

			‘Hello there. Which route are you planning to take?’

			‘We’re going to set up camp at Ichinokurasawa, then climb the Tsuitate face tomorrow.’

			As he spoke, Yuuki unzipped his waist pouch and produced his climbing permit. He’d submitted his application by mail about ten days previously, and it had been returned to him approved and stamped.

			‘Tsuitate, huh?’ the guide muttered, looking down at the permit. The first thing he must have spotted was Yuuki’s age. Then the section giving details of his experience raised an eyebrow. In preparation for this ascent, Yuuki had been rock climbing many times at Haruna and Myogi ski resorts, but he had no serious climbing experience under his belt. The guide was finding it increasingly difficult to maintain his cheerful expression, but just as he was about to say something, a tall young man walked through the door and greeted Yuuki with a bow.

			‘I’m sorry I’m late.’

			‘What, you’re young Anzai’s climbing buddy?’ said the guide, his tone softening. Any trace of his earlier anxiety vanished, and he stood up and left.

			‘Thanks.’

			Yuuki gave a wry smile, and the young ace of the local mountaineering club flashed him a grin in return.

			When Rintaro Anzai smiled, he was the embodiment of youth. It was hard to believe he had already turned thirty. He’d inherited his father’s large, twinkling eyes, but his shyness and modesty had come from his mother. Anzai senior had once confided in Yuuki that his son was supposed to have been named Rentaro not Rintaro. If you’d put his family name and the first part of his given name together (Anzai Ren) it would have sounded like the German anzeilen, which, in the climbing world, means tying on the rope.

			‘But the wife saw through that one right away,’ he’d said wistfully.

			‘Yuuki-san, any news of Jun?’ Rintaro asked.

			‘I haven’t managed to get in touch with him.’

			Yuuki couldn’t look Rintaro in the eyes. His son, Jun, had an apartment in Tokyo. Yuuki had left a message on his answerphone to let him know about today’s plan, but Jun hadn’t called back.

			‘So it’ll be just the two of us. That was the plan in the first place, anyway.’

			‘All right. So how shall we do this? We could stay the night here, if you like?’

			‘No, I’d prefer to get up to where the rivers meet at Ichinokurasawa and pitch the tents. It’s been so long. I’m looking forward to seeing it again.’

			Rintaro nodded, clearly pleased by Yuuki’s enthusiastic response, and started to check the equipment.

			Yuuki watched him in admiration. He’d known Rintaro since he was thirteen years old. The boy had grown up into a sturdy young man, both physically and mentally. Most importantly, he’d been raised to be kind and honest.

			Two months ago, Rintaro had been standing alone in the car park of a funeral hall in Maebashi. He was silently watching the trail of smoke rising from the square chimney of the crematorium. His eyes were wet but he didn’t let himself cry. Yuuki had come up and patted him on the shoulder.

			‘Looks like Dad headed north after all,’ Rintaro had mumbled, still looking up at the sky.

			‘Ready.’

			‘Great. Let’s go.’

			They left the information centre and set out along the shaded, zig-zagging trail. The slope was still gentle. The tall beech woods that lined the route made the air seem dense. There was a noise in the undergrowth, and a wild monkey warily crossed the trail ahead of them.

			Rintaro walked ahead in silence and Yuuki simply followed. After a while, they arrived at the Ichinokurasawa intersection. Immediately, Yuuki realized that his memory had failed him. Back then, the rock face had taken him by surprise, appearing out of nowhere. All that had stuck in his mind was the impact of that moment.

			He was found off-guard again today. Rintaro, walking in the middle of the track, suddenly moved over to the right, opening up the view for Yuuki. He caught his breath and stopped dead.

			A fortress of rock towered darkly before him. It was still quite far off, but overwhelming, looming over everything else in his field of vision. The ridgeline cut a straight line through the air, leaving nothing but a narrow sliver of sky above. It wasn’t what he’d call a magnificent view; it was too oppressive for that. Ichinokurasawa wouldn’t let mere mortals in. Yuuki was struck by the thought that Nature had constructed this rampart for that very purpose.

			Tsuitate. It stood there, the main gate protecting these giant castle walls. A painfully sharp vertical rock face like a hanging screen or a wall. It looked as if it had been folded vertically over and over, producing a series of overhangs or ‘roofs’. The rock itself had a brutal countenance, worthy of its nickname the Worst of the Worst.

			‘I don’t know if I can do this.’

			Yuuki gave voice to his misgivings. Rintaro’s response was brief.

			‘Sure you can.’

			The younger man set off down towards the dry river bed, presumably searching for a good location to pitch their tents. But Yuuki couldn’t move. His body was seized by the fear he’d felt almost two decades before.

			And that time, they’d only been checking out the climbing route. This time, they were actually doing it.

			The two Gravestone Mountains merged in his mind. He felt the same excitement as seventeen years ago rush through him.

			It had been a plane crash of unprecedented proportions. An out-of-control Japan Air Lines plane, Flight 123, had strayed into Gunma prefecture. Yuuki had also changed course that day. He’d been drifting along, leading a life that was not healthy for him, not making any effort to improve it. But the monotony of his daily routine had been turned completely upside down by that accident. Those seven days on the newsroom floor, dealing with something huge. Every agonizing minute that ticked by had brought a new self-awareness and, consequently, his life had veered off on another course.

			Yuuki looked up at the Tsuitate face defiantly.

			Elevation: 330 metres – I’m going to haul myself up a vertical cliff face the height of Tokyo Tower.

			‘I climb up to step down.’

			He could see the look in Anzai’s eyes. Months before, even with his body covered in tubes, held captive in a bed, his eyes had twinkled.

			He’d climbed this, Kyoichiro Anzai. Suddenly, Yuuki’s vision blurred. He took a deep breath, closed his eyes and slowly exhaled. He listened once again to Anzai’s voice in his head. Yuuki had to climb the mountain. He needed to know what these last seventeen years had been about.

			12 August 1985. That was the day it had all started.
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			Even early in the morning, the heat was oppressive.

			Yuuki had spent the start of his working day at the home of an ex-soldier in the outskirts of Takasaki city. He was gathering material for a ten-part series the paper was running: ‘Forty Years after the War: Stories from Gunma’. It had been published daily since 6 August, and the final instalment was due to appear on the 15th, the anniversary of the end of the Second World War. However, Aoki, the political correspondent assigned to write the final article, had suddenly been called away to the Tokyo office, and the job of collecting the material for the story had fallen to Yuuki.

			In the provinces, the rush to get out of the city to visit family homes for the Obon holidays was supposedly under way, but in Nagata-cho, where the central government buildings were located, it was business as usual. Japan’s prime minister, Yasuhiro Nakasone, had decided to pay an official visit to Yasukuni Shrine, which honoured Japan’s war dead. Such visits had become controversial, ever since 1979, when it had come to light that Yasukuni Shrine held the ashes of fourteen Class A Second World War criminals. It looked as if the format of the visit was going to be decided today, the 12th. Calling from Tokyo the previous night, Aoki had sounded excited about being in the capital, competing with journalists from the whole of Japan. He’d forgotten to thank the senior reporter for covering for him.

			Yuuki drove towards Maebashi city. It was the monthly anniversary of the death of Ryota Mochizuki, who had been a junior reporter at the newspaper, and after paying his respects at Mochizuki’s grave, he headed back to work. It was lunchtime when he arrived, but he didn’t feel hungry. He decided to forego the basement canteen and go directly to the main office of the second-floor editorial department, the newsroom. The North Kanto Times didn’t produce an evening edition, so there were few people there this time of day. Fortunately, it seemed that the air conditioner had been on full blast since the morning. The heat outside now was beyond description. In the short time it had taken him to hurry from the car park on the other side of the street into the office, his shirt was soaked with sweat and sticking to his back.

			‘Hello. NKT here.’

			The first thing he heard were the cheerful tones of Yoshii in the copy team, from the furthest desk. The call was from a reporter covering this year’s Koshien – the national senior high school baseball tournament – and they seemed to be having a lively chat about it. Yuuki had always worked on local news and didn’t know much about sports, but it sounded as if the team representing Gunma prefecture, Nodai Niko High, was doing well. They’d won the first-round game in the bottom of the ninth with a walk-off home run, and the paper had just dispatched an extra reporter and photographer to cover their second-round match.

			Turning his face full on to the chilled breeze of the air conditioner, Yuuki reflected on what had just happened at the cemetery. As he was leaving, he had run into Mochizuki’s parents, carrying flowers, which of course was unsurprising. They had bowed politely to one another and continued in their separate directions, but the young woman accompanying them had turned up her nose and glared defiantly at Yuuki. She looked to be in her late teens, and Yuuki had the vague feeling he had seen her before. If it was the girl in the school uniform he’d seen at the funeral five years earlier, it would be Mochizuki’s cousin. He wasn’t sure if it was her own memories of the events that had caused her to react to him that way, or perhaps the parents, who had lost their only son, had expressed their resentment of Yuuki to other members of the family. Yuuki had wondered about this the whole drive back.

			‘Morning.’

			It was the laid-back voice of Kamejima, the chief copy-editor, coming over to take advantage of the cool breeze, too. His round, moon face was sweating heavily. Everyone called him Kaku-san, but not because of his resemblance to the anime character of the same name, or because his name began with the sound ‘ka’. It was a play on the word for ‘write’: in kanji, the characters of his name had the most strokes, and therefore took the longest to write, of anyone in the office. It went without saying that the creator of this nickname was a member of the proofreading team.

			‘It’s bloody sweltering!’ Kamejima pulled his shirt collar away from his neck and leaned forward to let in the cool air from the unit. The toothpick he was chewing told Yuuki that he hadn’t just arrived at the office. He’d been in early and had just returned from the canteen.

			‘Kaku-san, anything happen today?’

			‘Yeah. Early this morning there was a development in the Glico Morinaga case.’

			Yuuki had only asked as part of a perfunctory greeting, so this was a complete surprise.

			Kamejima talked for a while about the story, which had come to them through the Kyodo News Service. In the midst of the summer slow season, this was A-grade material. The article that would appear in tomorrow morning’s national news would have been put together in a hurry and already passed to the copy team, so Kamejima knew what he was talking about.

			Having cooled off sufficiently, Yuuki took a pad of writing paper over to the desk by the window and sat down. The desk didn’t really belong to him, but he’d been monopolizing it for years. The desk phone had an outside line, so it was useful for gathering information. He had membership of the press clubs attached to both the prefectural government office and the prefectural police headquarters, but he rarely went to them. The newspaper had its assigned representatives at each of these press rooms and, if Yuuki turned up, as a senior reporter, he would just be in the way.

			He’d turned forty last month and was the longest-serving reporter at the paper. ‘Roving reporter’, ‘relief reporter’ – there were many names for what he did – but, put simply, he had no people working under him and he was given a free hand to report on whatever he wanted. There were plenty who envied him, and many who pitied him. His contemporaries – the reporters who had joined the company at the same time – had long since been assigned to positions at specific news desks. And recently, junior staff members had started to be promoted to branch offices in major cities like Takasaki or Ota. There were rumours that Yuuki had been subject of a five-year disciplinary action, gossip that had even reached Yuuki’s ears.

			Had it really been five years? Ryota Mochizuki had been a junior staff member in his first year as a reporter, and assigned to Yuuki. It had been back when Yuuki had been the North Kanto Times’s lead police beat reporter, attached to the prefectural police headquarters. Mochizuki had been promising, but he had passed away before he got the chance to prove himself.

			It had been only the sixth day of his assignment to Yuuki. There had been a fatal traffic accident in Ogomachi, neighbouring town to Maebashi city. A thirty-eight-year-old surveyor riding a motorbike had been hit by a car and died of a cerebral contusion. Yuuki had sent Mochizuki to get a photo of the deceased. It was usual practice to send the rookie reporter to hunt down a photo of the victim in a criminal case or an accident. Mochizuki had cheerfully accepted the task and set out. However, less than an hour later, he was back in the press room, utterly dejected. He’d found the surveyor’s home, but an official of the local residents’ association who was helping the family prepare for the deceased’s wake had chased him away, asking him what the hell he was playing at, ‘showing up and demanding a photo at a time like this’.

			Yuuki ordered him to go back again. This time, he was to try and talk to a relative or ex-classmate of the deceased. But Mochizuki didn’t budge. When Yuuki got angry and raised his voice he became defiant. Why was it so important to print a photo of the victim in the newspaper? Yuuki was taken aback. It was true that, every year, reporters seemed to be getting more and more gutless, but it was the first time he had had a confrontation with one who was like that from the get-go. His response was brutal. ‘You fucking idiot. That’s our business. The product is better when it has a photo.’ He had used a whole load of other choice expressions, too. He’d been furious.

			Mochizuki had bitten his lip and fled from the press room. And that was the last time Yuuki had ever seen him. An hour later, he had a car accident. On the Route 17 bypass in Takasaki city, he had run a red light, crashed into a ten-tonne truck and died instantly. In a terrible irony, the following morning’s edition carried no headshot of the surveyor but featured the serious-looking face of Mochizuki, taken from his employee ID card.

			Mochizuki’s parents didn’t make any fuss. They didn’t look up when Yuuki explained the circumstances of their son’s death; they never spoke a single bitter word; they simply stood side by side, staring at the floor.

			The reaction within the company was mostly sympathetic towards Yuuki. The argument with Mochizuki had been overheard by the North Kanto Times’s number two at the police headquarters, a reporter by the name of Sayama, and the details had spread around the company. It was generally agreed that ‘anyone would have been angry under the circumstances’. Yuuki had hated having to listen to this and similar phrases, and being patted on the shoulder each time. Still, Sayama had defended Yuuki one hundred per cent. He had given up his day off to look into the surveyor’s personal circumstances. He had discovered that the man had no relatives or ex-classmates in the Takasaki city area and so, rather than being in the process of hunting down the victim’s photo when he had had the traffic accident, Mochizuki had been heading towards his own parents’ house. Sayama used the rather harsh expression ‘desertion in the line of duty’ in his report. With that, the last smouldering embers of sympathy for Mochizuki at the company were extinguished.

			Sayama’s father had committed suicide and his mother had died in a traffic accident, and this had caused him much suffering over the years. These experiences had led him to go all out to defend Yuuki.

			No action to be taken. That was the company’s decision regarding Yuuki’s conduct. However, this didn’t mean that Yuuki’s conscience was clear. On the contrary, the heavy, leaden feeling in his heart only got heavier. Mochizuki had been an inexperienced first-year reporter. In retrospect, Yuuki believed he should have stayed calm and patiently explained to him that the impact of a newspaper article is increased by the addition of a photograph. That it gives the story more of an impact. And his patience would have prevented another tragic traffic accident. Through the Mochizuki incident, Yuuki had come to realize that, with his lack of self-control, he should never be put in a position where he could exercise control over others.

			Yuuki had suspected for a while that he was only able to love people who loved him. And even when he was sure he had their love, he couldn’t forgive them if they were ever cool or indifferent towards him. He expected absolute, unconditional love, and when he realized how elusive that was, he would fall into utter despair. So, instead, he kept his distance from people. He was wary of anyone who showed him kindness and never let anyone see his private side. He was afraid of being hurt.

			When his son, Jun, became old enough to think for himself, Yuuki found himself unable to relax. He was perplexed by this innocent little thing who would fling himself at his father with complete confidence. He was delighted by his son, but maybe too delighted. Perhaps he got too close to Jun. As a father, he was unable to take a step back. He was always closely observing his son’s expressions. And instead of worrying about how to raise him, he was concerned with how Jun felt about him: would he always respect his father? Would he ever stop loving him?

			As time went by, he found himself desperate to make Jun like him. ‘Wow, that’s amazing!’ ‘Great job!’ ‘Really good try!’ He’d shower him with flattering phrases that he didn’t really mean, all the while checking out his son’s reaction. Whenever Jun was in a good mood, Yuuki felt easy in himself, but if the boy showed the slightest sign of defiance the love that overflowed in his heart would turn in an instant to bottomless hatred. Mostly, on these occasions he would simply treat his son coldly; sometimes, he would raise a hand to him. But if he felt seriously disappointed or let down by him, he would fly into a blind rage.

			It might have been because he’d never known his own father. When he was a child, his tearful mother explained that his father had vanished. Yuuki was terrified by this word: ‘vanished’. He could neither swallow nor digest the information, and it vaguely, uneasily, haunted him. Vanished – where to? How? He had no idea whether his father was dead or alive. Why had he gone? He couldn’t ask his mother. There wasn’t a single photograph of his father in the house. He was even envious of his friends whose fathers had been killed in the war. The absence of a father left a vacuum in his life and made him ask himself if his own existence was really that insignificant to someone. He felt miserable every time he thought about having been abandoned. At times, he would curse his father, and then there’d been another period when he’d held out a faint hope that the man would suddenly reappear. Right before he started primary school, he used to sit in front of his mirror at night and practise shouting out, ‘Dad!’

			Yuuki felt he’d missed out on his chance to become a real dad.

			Jun had grown into a gloomy thirteen-year-old. As a father, what should he have taught him? What lesson could he have given him? The damage was probably irreparable by this point. But Yuuki had no idea of the kind of things a father was supposed to tell his son.

			The incident with Mochizuki had been forgiven, but Yuuki had offered his resignation to the editor-in-chief at the time. It wasn’t out of any sentimentality over Mochizuki’s death. It was because he had realized he didn’t have the talents or the qualifications to be a supervisor.

			He believed that Mochizuki’s death was pretty much a suicide. He didn’t buy into the theory that Mochizuki, preoccupied and dispirited, had failed to notice the red light. Mochizuki prob­ably had a personality similar to his own; he overreacted to everyday setbacks and had, on impulse, wanted to end it all. That was why Yuuki couldn’t really grieve Mochizuki’s death as such.

			But back at the cemetery – the look the young woman had given him and the lifeless faces of the parents – these did weigh heavily on him.

			The newsroom was getting busier.

			Yuuki had written around thirty lines on his notepad. He clipped the pages together and stood up, craning his neck to look across the newsroom at the central island of desks. He spotted the long, thin face of Kishi at the political news desk. He was a good-natured type who had joined the company at the same time as Yuuki. He dropped the draft on his colleague’s desk.

			‘I’ve got the supplementary story here. Can you tag it on to the end of Aoki’s article?’

			Kishi looked grateful.

			‘Must have been boring. Sorry you ended up having to do that.’

			‘Don’t worry about it. I wasn’t busy.’

			Just as Yuuki turned to leave, Kishi spoke again.

			‘Are you going to the meeting this evening?’

			‘What meeting?’

			‘That wireless thing again.’

			‘Huh.’ Yuuki nodded without any real interest.

			Last year, two trains had collided head on on the single-track Joshin–Dentetsu railway line. There had been only one building, a private home, close to the accident site. A reporter from the Asahi Shimbun newspaper had made it to the house a few moments before the North Kanto Times reporter, and had proceeded to monopolize the house’s telephone line. The NKT reporter had been forced to run for fifteen minutes to the nearest public phone box, and he’d had to make this round trip five times in total. If wireless transmitters were too expensive, then how about carrier pigeons? The young reporter’s rage had finally got a reaction from the general affairs department. Kishi held out a catalogue of wireless transmitters.

			‘Looks like we’re going to get the Motorola model.’

			‘If we’re going to spend the money, then wouldn’t it be better to get cell phones? Nippon Television’s Sanada is always flashing his around.’

			‘Oh, that great big thing? No way. We can’t use that. It’s really heavy to cart around, and the battery only lasts about two or three hours at most.’

			‘If you insist on the wireless, you may end up getting turned down. Last month, General Affairs were going on about how circulation was down. Readers have been switching to the Yomiuri and the Jomo.’

			‘You may be right. Anyway, are you coming?’

			‘I’ll pass. I have plans this evening.’

			Kishi suddenly remembered, and laughed.

			‘Yes, I heard. You’re going climbing. Anzai dropped by yesterday and told me about it.’

			Yuuki had been planning to invite Anzai to go for something to eat that evening.

			‘You’re going to climb the Tsuitate rock face? I’m pretty sure that’s the place where that big incident happened. You know, when the Self-Defence Forces guys shot down that climbing rope.’

			Kishi turned his head. Someone was calling his name. It was the managing editor, Oimura, nickname The Firecracker. He was beckoning urgently to Kishi.

			‘Be careful, won’t you?’

			But as he hurried off, Kishi’s expression was doubtful, as if he couldn’t believe Yuuki was going to make it up a mountain like that.

			Yuuki returned to his desk by the window, picked up the tele­phone and pressed the button for the circulation department. It was after 2 p.m. and he still wasn’t hungry. It was partly the heat, partly what had happened at the cemetery, which had killed his appetite. But more than anything, it was probably the fear of climbing Tsuitate. As he listened to the ringtone, he felt a slight tensing of the muscles throughout his body.
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			The canteen wasn’t completely underground but in a semi-basement. The glaring midsummer sunlight poured in through the high windows, throwing shadows of the window frames on the tiled floor. Given the late hour, the only people eating lunch were Yuuki and two men from the business department. The noise of dishes being washed drowned out their voices.

			No one from the circulation department had picked up the phone. It was hard to believe that there was nobody in the office in the middle of the day, but Yuuki didn’t really have much idea what went on in that team. He knew that their primary job was to cultivate good relationships with the many newsagents around Gunma prefecture, but if someone were to ask him what exactly it was that they did, the first thing that came to mind was a vision of them wining and dining and playing games of mah-jong with the shop owners. Nevertheless, in-house, they were considered a vital cog, as they helped to keep home delivery of the newspaper going. It was rumoured that their entertainments expense account was unlimited. However, this whole ‘department’ was in fact a small family of fewer than ten employees in a dim little office. Yuuki was one of the many who referred to the room as ‘the black box’.

			The other two men got up, leaving Yuuki alone in the canteen. He decided that he might manage some cold noodles in broth, but after about half a bowl, he gave up.

			The Tsuitate rock face … He let out a nervous sigh.

			A couple of weeks earlier, when they’d gone to check it out, he’d been afraid that Anzai would notice the alarm bell clanging in his chest. But back then, at least he’d been able to reassure himself that he still had two weeks’ leeway. And now the two weeks had suddenly become tomorrow.

			He had heard of Tsuitate long before Anzai had mentioned it. Every resident of Gunma over a certain age, even those without any interest in climbing, like Kishi from political news, knew about it because of the Self-Defence Forces shooting.

			It was in 1960 – so Yuuki had been fifteen at the time. The news had been sensational. Two members of a mountaineering club who had been climbing the rock face had fallen and ended up hanging from their climbing rope. By the time they were spotted, it was too late; they were already dead. All this was verified by the use of binoculars, but the problem remained how to retrieve the bodies. The first ever ascent of the Tsuitate face had been made only the previous year, and even the most accomplished mountaineers now hesitated to go near the scene of the accident. Especially as the bodies were suspended in mid-air. Everyone was convinced it would be impossible to carry the bodies down, so the unprecedented decision was made to employ the Self-Defence Forces to shoot through the rope.

			It was six days after the accident. At the request of the governor of Gunma prefecture, the headquarters of the first division of the Japan Ground Self-Defence Forces issued the order to the troops at the Somagahara military camp to mobilize. The top eleven marksmen from the First Reconnaissance Unit were ­chosen, and opened fire from a crag around 150 metres away. Their target was a piece of rope a mere twelve millimetres thick, buffeted by the wind. They had great difficulty hitting it. They tried rifles, carbines, machine guns. They fired a total of 1,238 rounds before the rope was finally severed.

			Yuuki had been to interview a former Self-Defence Forces marksman who had been assigned to retrieve the bodies. After the rope was cut, the bodies had dropped like dolls, and bounced off the rock face four or five times before skidding down the steep slope. Even though the marksmen knew the two men were already dead, it wasn’t pleasant to witness the bodies and rucksacks being smashed into pieces. The retired soldier told the story with a distant look in his eyes.

			And Yuuki was going to climb that same rock face.

			How had he got himself into this situation? But he knew there was only one reason: he had allowed Kyoichiro Anzai to sweet-talk him into it. It had all started three years ago when Yuuki had shown up for drinks at a get-together of the hiking club Anzai had started at the paper. As the name suggested, it was not a group for serious climbers; they hiked in the hills or along mountain streams, and the attraction was an after-hike beer or a barbecue. It was all about the social side. The club had both male and female members from various departments, around thirty in total.

			Anzai had been at the North Kanto Times fewer than ten years, but he was three or four years older than Yuuki. The first time they’d exchanged greetings, Anzai had said, ‘Let’s call it even, then.’ This was his way of rejecting the traditional age-based hierarchy and an invitation to become friends. He had put one hairy arm around Yuuki’s shoulder in an over-familiar manner, and shaken him enthusiastically. The adjectives ‘easy-going’ and ‘open-hearted’ came to Yuuki’s mind, but he just came on too strong. The amount of goodwill in his heart exceeded common sense. It made Yuuki wary, and he made a point of not getting too close to him.

			Despite that, three years ago, he had finally been tempted to go to one of these get-togethers. It was probably because of the Ryota Mochizuki business. Things weren’t going well at home either, and he was feeling depressed. He had just wanted to have a quick drink and listen to a few climbers’ anecdotes and tall stories.

			The get-together had been boring. It turned out that, as well as mountain climbing, Anzai was obsessed with the poetry of Byron and the fantasy writings of Michael Ende, with the boxing manga Ashita no Joe and the pop idol Momoe Yamaguchi.

			Still, Yuuki continued to go to these gatherings, but it wasn’t until he joined the group in a hike along the mountain ridge of Mount Myogi that things changed for him. He’d only reluctantly agreed to join them, but the whole experience was beyond any of his expectations. He’d set off to go for a simple hike in the mountains. His legs began to feel heavy, but at the same time he became more relaxed. He was walking in a group, but he could have been alone, all his senses reaching to the sky. He was confused by this brand-new feeling, but he wasn’t imagining it. The cloud of depression that had enveloped his heart ever since childhood wafted away on the mountain breeze.

			Hoping to recapture this feeling, Yuuki went hiking every chance he got, usually with Anzai’s group. He wasn’t able to express to Anzai exactly what it was that attracted him to the mountains, but Anzai was delighted, and every time Yuuki joined him for a hike he put his hairy arm around his shoulder and shook him heartily.

			Before long, the two of them would meet to go rock climbing together. It was Yuuki who first suggested it. He had a feeling it might be really good for him. Mostly, they climbed in the Kuroiwa area of Mount Haruna, at around thirty or forty metres altitude. Anzai claimed to have honed his skills on these rocks in his youth. At Kuroiwa, there was a huge variety of climbing routes: the west ridge; gully number 19; the pyramid face; the great slab …

			The rock gave Yuuki a chance to be alone. His feeling proved to be right. His mind emptied of all thoughts. And that was the moment he felt the fog lift. Clinging to a rock in mid-air, he savoured the sensation.

			A ‘late-blooming rock jock’: that was what Anzai had jokingly called him, after observing the way Yuuki became utterly engrossed while he was climbing. Although there was definitely a budding friendship there, they weren’t completely open with each other. In a way, Yuuki was using Anzai to gain some solitude. He benefited from Anzai’s lack of sensitivity; because he knew Anzai wouldn’t be able to see into his heart, Yuuki could spend as much time in quiet reflection as he liked.

			Over the course of these three years, Yuuki’s impression of Anzai had never changed. He was just as he’d seemed at their first meeting: fond of drink, laughter, talking and slapping people heartily by the shoulder. They were colleagues at the North Kanto Times, but they never discussed work. Anzai belonged to the circulation department, so Yuuki unkindly assumed there was nothing to ask about beyond all the client entertaining; in turn, Anzai never asked a single thing about Yuuki’s work as a reporter. Yuuki supposed he had no interest in what went on in the editorial department. Just one time, a little drunk, Yuuki tried to bring up the newspaper. Anzai immediately shut him down with a neatly employed quotation from Michael Ende’s most famous novel: ‘But that is another story, and shall be told another time.’ To sum up, Anzai was an expert at enjoying life. He came across as happy-go-lucky, a bon viveur, a frivolous party animal.

			But that same Anzai became a completely different person when he was climbing. There was no laughing or joking around. There was an odd glint in his eyes. He knew everything there was to know about each rock face, but he never let it show. He behaved with respect and humility towards the mountain. Occasionally, this could even come across as cowardice.

			It was Anzai who’d suggested they should climb the Tsuitate face. It had been about three months earlier and, without thinking about it too much, Yuuki had agreed. Now he realized he really hadn’t been thinking at all.

			‘There he is!’ The familiar booming voice bounced off the walls of the canteen and assaulted Yuuki’s ears from all directions at once.

			Anzai came stomping in. To Yuuki’s surprise, he was wearing a red T-shirt.

			‘Been looking for you, Yuu. Thought you were hiding from me.’

			‘Hiding?’

			Anzai exploded with laughter at Yuuki’s serious expression and plonked himself down in the seat opposite.

			‘Just kidding.’

			He was soaked in sweat. Even his moustache and goatee were glistening. There was a huge wet patch on the front of his T-shirt that made him look like he was wearing a baby’s bib.

			‘So, we’re going as planned, then? We’d better get the 7.36 out of Gunma-Soja station.’

			It was possible to get as far as Ichinokurasawa on Mount Tanigawa by car, but Anzai didn’t think they would get the full experience that way. His plan was to take the Joetsu line to Doai station then walk as far as the Climbing Information Centre, where they would spend the night. First thing the next day, they would set out for Ichinokurasawa and begin the assault on that sheer wall of rock known as Tsuitate.

			Yuuki glanced up at the clock. It was already past two thirty, which meant that they’d be leaving in under five hours. So many thoughts and feelings came bubbling up. Perhaps they should abandon it because of the heat? But it didn’t look as if Anzai was about to announce a cancellation or a postponement.

			‘What are you looking so gloomy about? You afraid?’

			‘No, that’s not it.’

			‘There’s nothing to worry about. I’ll be with you the whole time.’

			Yuuki really couldn’t bear to look at such a carefree, smiling face today.

			‘I’m not worried, really.’

			‘I get it. I get it. I was the same the first time. My body wanted to climb – it was raring to go – but in my mind it was a different story. Just like when I lost my virginity.’

			As usual, Anzai’s story had taken a bizarre turn.

			‘Wonder if women feel the same way the first time? Momoe Yamaguchi?’

			‘No idea.’

			‘But there are plenty of blokes like you who do it.’

			Yuuki clicked his tongue. ‘What do you mean, “do it”?’

			‘Climb.’

			They were back to talking about mountains.

			‘There are guys who are normally perfectly calm and composed but who set off climbing as fast as they can, utterly focussed on what they’re doing. They get a massive adrenaline rush and start clambering up at crazy speeds.’

			‘Is that true?’

			‘Climber’s high.’

			Yuki shrugged. ‘Climber’s high?’

			‘I didn’t tell you about it?’

			‘First I’ve heard of it.’

			‘It’s when the body gets over-stimulated, reaches a level of extreme excitement. The fear makes them numb.’

			‘Numb? You mean they don’t feel afraid any more?’

			‘Right. They climb in a mad frenzy and, before they know it, they’re at the peak of Tsuitate. An incredible feat.’

			Anzai grinned. He seemed to be telling the story to make Yuuki feel less nervous.

			‘Okay, then, Yuu. It’s quiz time.’

			‘Eh? Not again!’

			‘Okay, here’s your question. How many times has Kyoichiro Anzai climbed Tsuitate?’

			Yuuki gave a snort of derision, but Anzai wasn’t giving up that easily.

			‘Beep, beep, beep – you’ve got three more seconds – beep—’

			‘Ten,’ Yuuki replied, with a look of irritation. He’d already been subjected to Anzai’s boasts about climbing the rock face.

			‘Correct! And Kyoichiro Anzai is alive and well and here to tell the tale—’

			‘Yep. Unfortunately.’

			‘Come on, loosen up. I need you to laugh with me. I’m counting on you.’

			With that, Anzai reached across the table and shook him heartily by the shoulder. Yuuki sighed.

			‘It was fifteen or twenty years ago that you climbed Tsuitate, right?’

			Anzai curled his hand around his mouth to make a megaphone.

			‘Hey! Yuu!’

			‘Ow! That’s loud!’

			‘You can still ride a bicycle after twenty years, can’t you? I’m an old hand at this. It’s in my DNA.’

			‘Really?’

			Yuuki was both amazed by Anzai’s stubbornness and surprised at his own inability to know when to give up.

			Yuuki moved his noodle bowl aside and leaned across the table.

			‘Hey, Anzai, why do you climb mountains?’

			‘To step down,’ Anzai responded lightly.

			It felt to Yuuki as if he’d had a ladder pulled out from under him.

			‘To step down …?’

			‘Yeah. I climb up to step down.’

			Yuuki was silent. Yep, as he’d predicted, he had no idea how to react. Nor what the appropriate response might be. He knew he probably looked completely dissatisfied with the explanation. Climb up a mountain to step down? Was this something to do with having the courage to turn back when things get too tough, something he’d heard about? But no – that hadn’t been what he was asking. He didn’t get it. Climb up to step down. What did it mean? Was this an attempt to stun him into silence?

			But there was no gloating expression in Anzai’s eyes. He had on his usual face. The harmless expression of someone who was looking for fun and had complete faith that he would find it right away.

			Was this another quiz? Yuuki wondered. But if it was, he had no enthusiasm for it whatsoever. Yuuki had asked a serious question and, if Anzai were to laugh now and simply launch into another question, he knew he was going to despise the man sitting there across from him.

			Yuuki got up.

			‘Gotta go?’ Anzai was still drinking his iced coffee. ‘I’ll see you on the train, then. If you miss it, at the information centre. Okay?’

			‘Right.’

			‘There’s a fine if you back out.’

			‘Right.’

			‘Tsuitate’s no big deal when you have middle-aged superpowers!’

			Anzai punctuated his speech with fist jabs. He was imitating the boxing hero of Ashita no Joe.

			Yuuki watched Anzai’s excited expression. He was like a child with a birthday cake.

			As Yuuki left the canteen, he still felt unsettled about the following day’s climb.
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			By six o’clock that evening, all the editorial staff were in turmoil.

			Yuuki was sitting at the political editor’s desk, checking the draft of his article. As he’d refused to attend the wireless meeting, he was stuck filling in for Kishi instead.

			The top story had been decided. The Sanko Steamship Company was in financial difficulties and was planning to file an application the next day for assistance under the Corporate Rehabilitation Law. The company had an aggregate debt of over five hundred billion yen. It was the biggest financial collapse since the Second World War. Yuuki had been covering cases for the local news section for a long time, and rarely looked at the economics pages, but even he knew that the real owner of the Sanko Steamship Company was Kawamoto, a Cabinet minister. It was clear that bankruptcy would not be the end of the affair; the dynamics of political power would be affected. Sure enough, as soon as this thought ran through his head, a wire from Kyodo News Service was delivered to him with the heading ‘Kawamoto Tenders Resignation’. Once again, Yuuki reached for his red pen.

			To Yuuki’s left sat Nozawa, copy-editor for the local news section. He was puffing on a cigarette as he flicked through an album of clippings about the Glico Morinaga case. The two men had started at the newspaper at the same time, but Nozawa never spoke a word to Yuuki. He held a grudge, and the sheer doggedness with which he held on to it was impressive. It seemed he would never forgive Yuuki for what had happened fifteen years previously, when the two of them had worked together on a case where a husband had murdered his wife and children but it had been Yuuki alone who had received the editor-in-chief’s award for the story.

			Today, even though Yuuki was just filling in for Kishi, it was clear that Nozawa didn’t like him sitting at the desk of someone of a higher rank, and was demonstrating this by frequently clicking his tongue.

			Yuuki had just sent his article on the steamship company off to press when the phone rang. It was the political correspondent Aoki, calling from Tokyo.

			‘Sorry about today. How did the interview and stuff go?’

			‘Ah, it was no big deal. I got it all finished.’

			‘Cheers. I’ll treat you to dinner when I get back.’

			‘Don’t worry about it. Anyway, what’s up?’

			‘Yeah, about Yasukuni Shrine – it looks like it’s been officially decided that Prime Minister Nakasone will visit it on the fifteenth.’

			Chief Cabinet Secretary Fujieda had apparently made the formal announcement at a meeting of the Liberal Democratic Party. The format of the visit and the exact sum of money that should be offered at the shrine had not been decided, and that would be the focus of any further talks. Clearly excited, Aoki explained the current state of affairs and got off the phone as soon as he could.

			Yuuki looked at the wall clock. It was 6.40 p.m. The meeting was running over. As well as Kishi, the editor-in-chief, the managing editor and the chief editor of the local news section were all away from their desks.

			Yuuki began to calculate backwards; it took less than three minutes to walk to Gunma-Soja station but, as the train would leave at 7.36, it’d be safer to leave the office by seven thirty. He planned to change into his climbing gear in the night duty room and slip out of the back exit. Allowing ten minutes to change, he’d need to get out of the editorial department by twenty past seven.

			‘High of 31.9 degrees!’ someone shouted. The temperature hadn’t reached that of the human body today, so it must be the humidity that was making it so bloody uncomfortable. Yuuki was just thinking this when the prominent beer belly of the editor-in-chief, Kasuya, appeared in the doorway. The meeting must be over.

			‘Suits you.’

			Kasuya made the remark as he passed behind Yuuki’s chair on his way back to his office. His tone was ironic. Back in early spring, Kasuya had sounded out Yuuki about moving to the regional news desk. He’d have been in charge of all the reporters from the branch offices scattered around the prefecture. But Yuuki had quickly shut the conversation down by telling him he didn’t want to be responsible for anyone. Kasuya had groaned and scowled at him.

			‘Don’t keep on expecting special treatment,’ he spat out.

			Yuuki understood his meaning well enough. It had been the previous editor-in-chief who had refused to accept his unofficial resignation and had set Yuuki up as a ‘lone wolf’ reporter. Five years had gone by, and now Kasuya was editor-in-chief. Yuuki had still not been promoted to editor. The fact that he was still a reporter gave rise to all kinds of speculation. No further action to be taken – while that had been the company’s official position following the incident with Mochizuki, in reality, he’d been frozen in the same position ever since. However, in Yuuki’s case, it just happened that this continuation of the status quo was exactly what he wanted. But from Kasuya’s point of view, as the person who had to manage and unify the department, Yuuki was something of a headache. Kasuya most likely wanted to give Yuuki some kind of editorial position as soon as possible, just to stop the false rumours that he was trouble.

			The other reason for assigning Yuuki a managerial role was that more and more of the younger reporters had begun to express a wish to be like Yuuki – a career reporter. This was not the usual vision of people in the profession. To turn one’s back on a man­agerial post and dream of spending the rest of your days at crime scenes, pen in hand, was definitely proof of a healthy attitude to reporting. But if you looked at the actual structure of the newspaper, the only people who remained reporters their whole life were those who were deemed incompetent by management and packed off to some tiny branch office in the mountains. Yuuki’s existence had disrupted this pattern. The forty-year-old roving reporter in the head office appealed to the younger staff members’ sense of adventure.

			Needless to say, Kasuya was not happy with this trend. It’d be different if they were a national newspaper company where reporters were a dime a dozen, but this was a small local paper with fewer players. If too many reporters tried to do their own thing, the situation could easily get out of hand. Kasuya was aiming to get rid of the bad examples.

			Yuuki had never expected to be allowed to continue as he was for so long. This spring, he had somehow managed to get one more year’s stay of execution. He had the impression that if he turned down an editorial post again in April, the beginning of the next fiscal year, he wouldn’t be kept on at the main office. He suspected a transfer to the business or advertising department, or perhaps even banishment to the Utsunomiya or Ashikaga branch office in neighbouring Tochigi prefecture. Ten years ago, the North Kanto Times had tried to increase its circulation outside the prefecture, but now the number of subscribers in Tochigi was pitifully low. The announcement of a transfer to one of these branch offices was essentially a recommendation to retire.

			Suits you. Kasuya’s words were still ringing in his ears. Yuuki sometimes felt like telling Kasuya to transfer him wherever he liked but, as he’d known nothing but working as a reporter, it was difficult to imagine any other life.

			He looked at the clock again. It was after seven. The meeting had definitely finished, but Kishi still hadn’t returned.

			He suddenly felt like calling home. He hadn’t told Yumiko about tomorrow’s trip to the mountains. She was used to being the wife of a reporter, and was never bothered by her husband staying out all night. However, tomorrow would be different. He wasn’t off interviewing someone or covering an event. This was Tsuitate. Feeling, ridiculously, as if he were about to write his last will and testament, Yuuki picked up the phone.

			No one answered. Jun was probably out at cram school. The bus only ran once an hour so, whenever Jun missed it, Yumiko would drive him. That would explain their absence, but he wondered why his daughter, Yuka, wasn’t home. She’d told him that her sports club practice finished by 6 p.m. in the summer.

			There was no point trying to figure it out. Apart from the cram school and sports clubs, Yuuki knew very little about his children’s schedules.

			As he replaced the receiver, he noticed that managing editor Oimura was heading towards his desk. Yuuki hurried to catch up with him.

			‘Sir?’

			Oimura turned around, revealing his usual disgruntled expression.

			‘What?’

			‘Is Kishi still in the meeting room?’

			‘Yes. He’s talking to General Affairs.’

			Yuuki was exasperated. It had now gone quarter past seven.

			‘I hear you’re off mountain climbing.’

			Yuuki turned his attention from the clock back to Oimura.

			‘That’s right. I need to get going.’

			Oimura lowered his voice.

			‘Best to stay away from that one.’

			There was a tiny explosion of anger in the managing editor’s eyes.

			‘That one …?’

			Yuuki realized right away that Oimura was talking about Anzai. He was completely taken aback, but didn’t have time to ask Oimura what he meant. Kishi’s long, thin face had appeared in the doorway. He was talking to Todoroki, the chief local news editor, the two of them moving at snail’s pace across the room.

			Yuuki returned to the political editor’s desk. He quickly tidied up his stuff and laid out the memos relating to the finished article that he’d sent to press for Kishi. The phone on the next desk began to ring. He ignored it, but it kept on ringing. He glanced up and saw that no one else was going to answer it. Nozawa must have taken a toilet break.

			There was nothing for it but to pick up. On the other end was Sayama, the current chief reporter at police headquarters. He’d
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