
   [image: Cover: The Lady Killer by Masako Togawa and Simon Grove]

   
      
         
            PRAISE FOR MASAKO TOGAWA’S MYSTERIES

         

         
            ‘Menacing tensions and sharp psychological insights… A must for the discerning reader’

            KIRKUS REVIEWS

            ‘Togawa is a subtle writer, adept at evoking lonely lives and a kind of sinister pathos’

            NEW YORK TIMES

            ‘Elegantly depicts complex characters in entangled situations, describing just enough detail to bring Tokyo’s seedy side to life without burying the reader in everyday trivia’

            MURDER, MAYHEM & MORE

            ‘Long established in Japan, [Togawa’s] books have benefitted from sensitive translation to enjoy a well-deserved second life’

            DAILY MAIL

            ‘Even when you think you know just where the book is headed… you don’t… thoroughly enjoyable’

            DAVID’S BOOK WORLD

            ‘There’s a great and distinct timbre to this book… it certainly has the cleverness ultimately to keep a genre reader really satisfied’

            THE BOOKBAG

            ‘Extraordinarily atmospheric… An eerie gem’

            MARCEL BERLINS, THE TIMES

            ‘An outstanding puzzle mystery… The gradual, logical, but still surprising unfolding of the Russian nesting doll of a plot is a delight’

            PUBLISHERS WEEKLY (STARRED REVIEW)

            ‘A twisted locked-room fable, made creepily seductive by masterful portrayals of the residents’ eccentricities and hints of malevolent supernatural forces’

            BOOKLIST

            ‘A clever, creepy story’

            MAIL ON SUNDAY

            ‘A bizarre yarn of guilty secrets among the sad, mad and surprisingly bad occupants of Tokyo’s K Apartments for ladies only’

            SUNDAY TIMES CRIME CLUB

         

      
   


   
      
         1

         
             

         

         
             

         

         Whose dark or troubled mind will you step into next? Detective or assassin, victim or accomplice? How can you tell reality from delusion when you’re spinning in the whirl of a thriller, or trapped in the grip of an unsolvable mystery? When you can’t trust your senses, or anyone you meet; that’s when you know you’re in the hands of the undisputed masters of crime fiction.

         Writers of the greatest thrillers and mysteries on earth, who inspired those that followed. Their books are found on shelves all across their home countries – from Asia to Europe, and everywhere in between. Timeless tales that have been devoured, adored and handed down through the decades. Iconic books that have inspired films, and demand to be read and read again. And now we’ve introduced Pushkin Vertigo Originals – the greatest contemporary crime writing from across the globe, by some of today’s best authors.

         So step inside a dizzying world of criminal masterminds with Pushkin Vertigo. The only trouble you might have is leaving them behind. 2
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            The action of this novel is set in Japan in 1963.
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            PROLOGUE

         

         1

         She was on the second floor of the bar, seated alone in a box seat and gazing down onto the first floor. Faintly, through the whirl of cigarette smoke, she could see a waiter in a white jacket standing by the door, a bartender rattling a cocktail shaker behind the counter below her. As for the other customers, they were all either seated at the counter or else in boxes on the first floor, almost invisible in the subdued lighting popular in such places. Upstairs where she was, there was another bar counter behind which a bartender was passing the time polishing glasses; at the corner of the counter, two young men sat face to face whispering to each other.

         Nobody was paying her any attention whatever. If they had, they would have probably thought that this girl, wearing no makeup and seeming to be no more than twenty, did not look at all like a typical bar customer.

         When she had entered a few minutes before, there had been an oddly disturbed look on her face. There were no vacant places on the ground floor, so she had made her way upstairs. As she climbed, the stairs beneath her feet seemed to rise and fall like waves; she floated on them, feeling hollow as a boat. All the chatter and music, the din of a busy bar, seemed to recede from her; she felt strangely alone in a world as black as pitch.

         8She stretched forward and picked up her half-empty glass, draining its contents, the color of cold tea, in a gulp. This was her third glass of whiskey tonight, and the third she had drunk in all her life. The whiskey warmed her throat, and she began to feel light-headed. She stood up and went to the counter, taking care with each step not to reel or fall.

         The bartender looked up and, seeing the empty glass in her hand, smiled.

         “Some pace tonight!”

         She smiled back at him. It would cost her nothing to be pleasant to him, and besides, she had no idea of where she would go when she left the bar.

         “Ready for the fourth one? I’ll bring it over.” He pretended to note the drink on her bill, but in reality wrote nothing. She might as well have this one free.

         Giving him another sweet smile, she turned and went back to her table on the balcony. She suddenly felt more cheerful, thanks to this act of kindness, which she had noticed. I must give him a pack of cigarettes before I go, she thought.

         The bartender came over, deposited her drink and a fresh saucer of peanuts, and left her as silently as he had come. Once more, she was alone.

         When she closed her eyes, she saw clashing shades of red and green still, but fortunately the sharp metallic sound that had rung inside her head had abated. After a while, she heard music, but it was impossible for her to tell if the sounds came from outside or were merely in her head. She didn’t really care which was the case; drifting through her personal world, she beat time with the tips of her feet. One two three, one two three… she became aware that the music was a cheerful polka, the instruments a violin and a guitar.

         9How I used to love this tune, she thought. Back in the days when I had no worries; I was happy then. She began to cry silently, moved by this sentimental thought. As she wept, the tune changed; first there was a waltz, and then music of an indeterminate rhythm.

         And then she heard the bass voice that she would never forget until the day she died. There was something more than human about it; it was more like an organ heard in church. It crept toward her, lapped her feet and climbed steadily until it captured her heart. She recognized the song; it was “Zigeunerliedchen” by Schumann.

         
            
               Im Schatten des Waldes, im Buchengezweig,

               Da regt’s sich und raschelt und flüstert zu gleich.

               Es flackern die Flammen, es gaukelt der Schein

               Um bunte Gestalten, um Laub und Gestein.

            

         

         Having completed the first stanza in German, the voice went back to the beginning again and sang in Japanese.

         
            
               Here ’neath the beeches’ greening shade

               We feast and frolic in the glade.

               The torches burn and brightly light

               Us sitting on the leaves tonight.

               Sing, sing, the greenwoods ring,

               The gypsy tribe is frolicking!

            

         

         The deep, sad voice was full of soulfulness and sympathy, overriding the thick tones of drunkards and the off-key soprano voices of the hostesses who were endeavoring to accompany it. Who could it be? She opened her eyes, which 10she had closed in ecstasy, and peered over the railing that surrounded the balcony. But all she could see were two strolling musicians, one with a violin, the other with a guitar, who had accompanied the song. Shyly she too began to sing the “Zigeunerliedchen,” which had been a compulsory piece at her high school. Her voice seemed to blend perfectly with the bass. They sang together, they were silent together, in a perfect harmony that she could not leave, until at last the guitar and the violin were silent, the bass, too, fading away.

         Who could this singer have been, she wondered, whose voice so matched hers? Unable to restrain her curiosity, she got up and went downstairs, drawn by the magic voice, no freer than a puppet on a string. As she descended to the first floor, her body was drenched by the hubbub; she peered uncertainly into the unaccustomed dark, but all she could make out through the spirals of smoke were the black heads of the crowd, each one seeming to overlap its neighbor. What was she to do?

         And then she had an inspiration. The itinerant violinist was about to leave the bar; she rushed over and blocked his way.

         “Excuse me, sir! Would you mind playing that again?”

         “Of course, young lady, as often as you wish.” The violinist, whose hair receded to the crown of his head, gazed curiously into her eyes, his glance also taking in the hundred-yen note that she was proffering. Accepting the tip, he called his partner back; they began to play, and out of the dark and over the babble of voices once again emerged that superb bass voice. The owner turned out to be a man buried in the shadows, sitting alone in the box just behind her. She craned around, trying to see him without seeming too curious.

         11“Why don’t you sit with me?” said the deep voice, and she obeyed as if it was the most natural thing in the world. It felt almost as if they were meeting by prior agreement.

         “Keep playing!” he called out, and the man and the girl sang together in perfect harmony.

         As they sang, they stole glances at each other; it was as if they had been friends for years.

         “Come on, let’s have something else for a change!” cried another customer.

         The violin player lowered his instrument and asked, “What shall I do? O.K. to play something else?”

         She looked at her companion, and then turned back to the musician.

         “No, that’s enough, thanks. You can go.”

         And shortly afterward she left, too, in the company of the stranger, who settled her bill as well as his own. As they walked out of the bar together, the light of a streetlamp fell on him, and for the first time she could see him clearly. He was about thirty, she judged, and had a well-tanned, clean-cut face. His suit was both tasteful and well cut. Although he had the appearance of a maiden’s dream, she felt regretfully, they must seem to others to be an ill-matched couple.

         
             

         

         Several hours later, they sank together into the back seat of a taxi. By now, he was clasping her thin body in his long arms, nuzzling her hair with his chin.

         “Take us somewhere where we can get a good night’s sleep,” he said to the driver. His voice sounded exhausted, almost monotonous.

         “Yes, sir. Western or Japanese style?” The driver plunged dangerously into the traffic. Perhaps she heard the exchange 12between her partner and the taxi driver, perhaps she did not. She lay motionless in his arms, her eyes tightly closed.

         2

         She was hanging on to the windowsill with her hands but her mind was elsewhere, remembering her encounter at the bar six months ago. A cold breeze chilled her bare feet.

         I don’t regret having slept with him, she thought. For in her daily life, which had come to seem like hell to her, that one encounter stood alone, a perfect experience.

         She hung against the rough concrete wall; it pressed hard on her nose, her cheeks, her small breasts, and her swelling belly, all the way down to her knees. As each moment passed, her body seemed to pull more heavily on her skinny arms. Once her arms could no longer take her weight, once her already numb fingers gave way to the strain, she would let go and fall from this seventh-floor window. Only a little more patience was needed—perhaps two minutes, perhaps three…

         She wondered why the man with the deep voice had withdrawn from her life after that one encounter. And yet she felt no grudge against him for it; rather, she was grateful, for into her short, gray life he had brought the only light ever to shine on it.

         He was not responsible for the growing pain in my ring finger, she thought. And every evening, when dusk falls, it seems as if the right half of my body belongs to someone else. But he is not to blame for that, either. It was tapping those keys, thousands of times a day, which was responsible, not the man. I owe it 13to him that I was able to bear to live for another six months, she thought. Memories of his voice gave me the will to carry on. I could survive the ringing in my head, like an amplified motorcycle, because of that voice that seemed to put cotton wool into my inner ears, blocking out the sound. The bass voice overwhelmed me, body and soul. But why did he plant his seed in me and then go away? To this last question she had no ready answer.

         She felt the child stir in her belly. Was it this power inside her that was so oppressive, she wondered, or was it the pressure of the wall?

         Her arms were now completely numb. If only she could see him in her mind’s eye again, hear his voice, then perhaps she could endure the torture for a little longer. But try as she would, he was gone, and his image was lost to her. Instead, inside her head she heard those other sounds begin again, faintly at first, like the droning of a swarm of midges. And her vision was restricted to the coarse concrete wall.

         Suddenly, for the first time she felt terror: the surge of fear of her impending extinction. Frantically, she tried to grip the windowsill more tightly, but it was no good; her fingers had lost all sensation. Her arms were numb, too, her shoulders dead. The chill wind blew up under her dress, freezing her lower parts into insensitivity. One by one, her fingers let go of the sill.

         Now that romantic encounter at the bar with the man with the rich bass voice was forgotten. Forgotten, too, the nagging presence in her belly. In those last moments, she was wafted back to her primary school days, when she had hung from the beam, trying to chin herself yet again, every muscle in her body aching. How long every second had seemed then, how long now…

         14Last of all, the callused finger that should one day have worn a wedding ring slipped and lost its grip. All contact with reality lost, she plunged to the earth below.

         
             

         

         The shattered body of Keiko Obana, aged nineteen, a key-punch operator working for the K Life Insurance Company, was found by the side of the building by a security guard working for that company just after 1 p.m. on Adults’ Day, January 15, a public holiday.

         Was it suicide? Or was it, perhaps, murder? There was much discussion until the police announced their conclusion. After the autopsy they declared that it was suicide caused by neurosis. They found that her ring finger exhibited a mild case of tendonitis, the occupational disease of key-punch operators.

         The evidence of the security guard was that, although it was a holiday, he had let Keiko Obana into her office as she had said that she wanted to copy some sheet music for her choral group. The official view of the company was naturally to deny the possibility of suicide, for there was no sign of a suicide note. The room had been sprayed with a strong insecticide shortly before; Keiko must have tried to open the window, they reasoned, and had fallen to her death.

         However, the police had two reasons for determining that this was a case of suicide. Firstly, there were the marks on the windowsill, which clearly showed that she had hung from it before falling.

         And secondly, there was evidence that was not made public. At the time of her death, she was six months pregnant.

         Although that would have convinced everybody that the police were right, not a word was allowed to leak to the press 15on this point. This decision was made by the section chief in the local police station who was in charge of the Keiko Obana case. He did so on grounds of delicacy, and the only person to whom he revealed the fact of Keiko’s pregnancy was the sole surviving relative, her elder sister, when she came to receive the body.

         “Did she have a fiancé or anything like that?” he asked in a roundabout sort of way. The sister sat opposite him, wringing her handkerchief between her hands.

         “No, not that I was aware of. She never said anything about getting married. She never even mentioned a boyfriend. Of course, she may have kept silent out of deference to me; I am still single, you see. But… you know, she was still very much like a child.”

         The sister looked up at the police officer dubiously.

         “You were like a mother to her, were you not?”

         “Yes. Both our parents were killed by the atom bomb at Hiroshima. I brought her up and supported her from my income as a dressmaker. She fully understood how hard it was for me, and always did her best not to cause me any worry. And I think she always told me everything.”

         The elder sister, Tsuneko Obana, was a spinsterish type, simply dressed, with no makeup, and her hair drawn back in a bun. There was something faintly erotic about her double-lidded eyes, but otherwise she seemed to have no more than a stoic personality. She sat with her head inclined downward and seemed overcome with grief at her sudden bereavement.

         To lose one’s only sister in this way was indeed tragic, thought the inspector, and he tried to temper his questions as far as possible.

         16“Did you notice anything special about her?”

         “What do you mean? Is there something I should know?” She looked at him uncertainly.

         “Well, for instance, did she occasionally stay out all night?”

         “Oh, no, never… but yes, once only. She came home in the morning and said that she had missed the last train and had spent the night at an all-night café with a friend.”

         “About when would that have been?”

         “Well, let me see… about six months ago, I think it was. But does that have any bearing…?”

         “Well, yes, I’m afraid it does. I’m sorry to have to tell you this but your sister was pregnant.”

         The sister’s eyes almost popped out of her head with shock. “I can’t believe it,” was all she could say.

         “Yes. She was, in fact, six months pregnant. I think the worry made her kill herself.”

         Tsuneko Obana burst into tears. The inspector averted his eyes; it had been hard for him, but he felt he had to tell her. He gazed out of the window. If Keiko had been a respectable young woman, as seemed to have been the case, if she was a girl with no boyfriends who came home every night, then on that night she spent in the all-night café she must have been seduced by a gangster or some such person. There were only too many such cases of which he was aware. Normally, they were about as emotional as traffic accidents, but in this case the girl had killed herself. What could he say to soothe the sister now that the truth was out? Nothing. He turned his gaze back upon the sister.

         “Naturally, the police are only informing you of this fact. I can assure you that it will never be made public.”

         17After all, he reasoned, if the suicide could be attributed to a vocational disease, then the relatives could claim compensation.

         Tsuneko Obana dabbed her face with her handkerchief, trying to repress her tears. Suddenly, she looked up and began to speak urgently, as if a dam had broken inside her.

         “She did have a lover… I read her diary… She met him in a bar… and they sang ‘Zigeunerliedchen’ together… How could she be so stupid?… Poor, foolish girl…”

         There was nothing he could say, the inspector thought, as he listened to these disjointed statements. He stood up to bring the interview to an end. The sorrow of bereaved relatives does not lie within the jurisdiction of the police.

         “Well, that is all, Miss Obana. I have no more questions to ask you.”

         As she collected her belongings and made ready to go, he noticed for the first time that she had a very distinctive mole on the edge of one nostril. It had been hidden by the handkerchief, but now he could see it clearly. She caught his eye, and, embarrassed by his rudeness, he quickly looked away.

         “I am sorry for the trouble you have been caused.” The sister mouthed the appropriate formula, but left the police station looking overwhelmed with grief.

         As he watched her leave, the inspector was seething with anger. He felt his chest tighten with rage against the unknown man who had so casually made a nineteen-year-old girl pregnant. The fact that the man was unknown made his pent-up wrath the greater. If it was my daughter, he thought, I would hunt the man down, root him out, and give him just punishment for such a crime.

         18Of course, in such a case, it would be at least as hard to find the man as to identify a murderer. The thought depressed him. There was really nothing that could be done; he began to regret that he had told the sister, so pointlessly, of Keiko’s pregnancy.
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         1

         In summer, the bars and small restaurants in Kabuki-cho, Shinjuku, usually greet the first customers of the day at about 4 p.m. However, trade at this hour is listless; the place has only just opened, and the air conditioner has not begun to bite, or else the floors are still glistening with fresh-sprinkled water. The customers huddle at the end of the counter and get on with the serious business of drinking; they certainly do not revel at that hour or spend money on itinerant street musicians.

         These wandering minstrels usually turn up in the entertainment districts after 8 p.m. But on a certain day a violin player known since his youth as “Ossan”—“the old fellow”—set out early and was cruising the area by 6 p.m., when the sun was still high in the sky. This was because he had taken the previous day off and needed the money. Both the old fellow’s low-heeled shoes, the soles of which were worn to paper-thinness, and the sandals of his partner were spattered with white dust.

         “Hey! Old fellow!” They were passing the Bar Boi just behind the Koma Theater when a waiter came out and called them. “One of our customers wants music. She says only a violinist will do.”

         “She really wants a violinist? That’s unusual.” Nowadays, no one seemed to want violin music, what with the craze for the guitar. They followed the waiter into the cool and almost deserted bar.

         He led him to a table where there sat a female customer wearing dark glasses and a wide-brimmed hat. The old fellow bowed to her.

         22“What would you like me to play, madam?” He studied his client’s face carefully, noting the large mole on the side of her nose.

         “Can you play ‘Zigeunerliedchen’?”

         “Ah, now, if you ask me for a classical piece I can play anything you want.”

         “Go ahead, then, let’s hear you.” Her voice seemed strangely toneless.

         Getting his instrument out of its case, the old fellow reflected that he’d heard of a woman who made this request to some of his colleagues. None of them could play it, which was a pity for them, as the woman offered to pay a thousand yen just to hear that one tune. It must be the same woman, he thought. But the old fellow was a far better hand at the classics than at modern music. The guitarist began to strum, and he embarked upon the haunting melody.

         The woman just sat and listened, without making any effort to sing the words. Yet she didn’t seem to be drunk, just odd. When they came to the end of the tune, she merely said, “Once more.”

         He complied, and when he finished he asked, “How about something else?”

         But the woman was silent. There was certainly something odd about her: mad, perhaps. Here she was at a Shinjuku bar wearing a large hat and sunglasses, just as if she was on the beach. It was impossible to read the expression on her face, tricked out as she was in that manner.

         At last she broke her silence, and when she spoke her voice seemed artificial.

         “Do you play that often?”

         “Well, it’s not a common request.”

         23“But surely you play it sometimes?” The woman spoke almost aggressively, as if trying to force his answer. I know the type, the old fellow thought. Kindergarten teachers, they’re like that.

         “I used to play it a lot in the old days.”

         “But how about recently? How about a year ago, for instance?”

         This question was so preposterous that the old man could not prevent himself from laughing.

         “Well, if you say so. I mean, I play every day, so I can hardly remember what I played when.”

         “Surely you remember. It was in this very bar, right?”

         “Here?”

         “Yes, in the Bar Boi, on the ground floor. A man and a woman sang the song, and only that song, several times over.”

         “Can you remember?” He turned to his partner, a much younger man with heavily oiled hair.

         “Search me.” The guitarist plainly did not like her interrogative approach.

         She stood up suddenly and pointed to a corner of the room. She had the posture and tone of a prosecutor in court.

         “It was over there. There was a man sitting alone who asked for that song. Now think back. He looked a bit foreign—he had very sharp features. You must remember him, he was so handsome.”

         The two strolling players were astonished. They looked at her in a puzzled manner, but she went on, ignoring their bewilderment.

         “He was singing down here. And upstairs there was a young girl. She joined in the singing, and after the first duet she 24came down and joined him and they sang it again. Surely you can remember! Think! Think!”

         The old fellow did his best to remember, but his partner was plainly bored.

         “An unforgettable voice,” she went on. “Unusually deep—not at all typically Japanese. Now do try and remember. I’m asking about a man with a deep bass voice.”

         “Ah,” said the old fellow in a relieved tone. “You’re talking about Mr. Honda. Yes, that’s who it will be. Haven’t seen him around much recently.”

         “What does he do for a living, this Mr. Honda?”

         “Oh, I really couldn’t say. I mean, I address all my customers either as ‘professor’ or as ‘president,’ and think no more of it. I used to call him ‘professor,’ that’s all I can tell you. He likes singing, though, and has a good voice. I think he once told me that he was the leader of the choral society when he was at college.”

         “Which university was that?”

         “Now, let me see. A.B.C.—was that it? No, not quite, but it was something like that—three letters of the alphabet. Maybe it wasn’t in Japan at all, but overseas, with a name like that.”

         “Have you seen him around recently?”

         “No, come to think of it, not for quite a while. He used to be a regular in the local bars, but not anymore. Moved on to some other area, I suppose.”

         At this, the woman looked disappointed, but she opened her handbag nonetheless and pulled out a thousand-yen note. As she handed it to them, she added, “If there are any other bars around here where he used to go, please tell me.”

         25“Other bars? Yes, there were one or two; now, let me see.” And after a little thought, he reeled off the names of several bars. The woman wrote them down carefully in a notebook and left.

         “I suppose it was all right to tell her that much,” said the old fellow.

         “You mean, maybe she’s got it in for the professor and wants to make trouble?”

         “Yes, but no need to worry, I suppose. I mean, it was all true, what I said, and nothing bad about him. She didn’t look like a policewoman.” He pocketed the thousand-yen note. “All that matters is that we got well paid.”

         Thereafter, whenever he went into one of the bars, the names of which he had given to the woman, the old fellow always made sure to ask about her, but never with any result.

         “No sign of that woman? The one who asked about the professor, the man with the deep bass voice?” Always, the answer was no.

         “An odd one, she was. Anyway, we did our best to help. But what’s she up to, I wonder?” He racked his brains to no avail. “Well, that’s life, I suppose. People are here today, gone tomorrow. Just like the wind, people are. I mean, they go and drink at the same place for a while, and then just vanish. Plenty of cases like that, come to think of it.”

         “Well,” said his young companion philosophically, “that’s the entertainment business for you. A chancy trade, with customers always coming and going.”

         And there they left it. After a while, they forgot all about the inquisitive woman with the mole on her nose. 26

         2

         Asia Moral University is located on a hill outside Tokyo, some fifteen minutes by bus from K Station on the Chuo Line. It is generally known as A.M.U.

         It stands in broad grounds amidst the woodlands of the plain of Musashi. In the center of the campus stands a fine, three-story building, the center for studies, and in the surrounding grounds there are spacious dormitories for students and the faculty, who all live in. The student body includes many from elsewhere in Asia and even from Africa, so not much Japanese is heard on the campus. English is the most common language used at A.M.U.

         The students are allowed out to the local centers of amusement on Sundays and national holidays; otherwise, they pass their lives in this monastic atmosphere concentrating on their studies.

         It was at 1 p.m. on the tenth of October that a bus drew up at the bus stop in front of the university, depositing a single female passenger there. The university operates a two-semester system, and it was still vacation time. As the cloud of dust thrown up by the bus settled, the woman removed the handkerchief that she had kept pressed to her face, replacing it in her handbag and straightening the collar of her kimono before moving on.

         She walked down the narrow country road for about five minutes, which brought her to the gates and the broad drive leading to the university. She stood there for a while, gazing in, and then, seeming to change her mind, turned and went back the way she had come. Just beyond the bus stop was a shabby store selling candy, bread, cigarettes, and other small 27necessities of daily life. It also had a public telephone. It was an unprepossessing sort of a shop; a thin film of dust covered the goods. It did not seem likely to attract many customers.

         The woman went to the phone and picked up the receiver. Immediately an old crone emerged from the shadows at the rear of the shop, her eyeglasses slipping down her nose.

         “Calling Tokyo?” she asked sharply. “If you want long distance, I’ve got to do it for you.”

         The woman shook her head and covered her face with
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