
A Bitter Wind

By C.J. Hellman

Book 3 in the Oshima Tokyo Noir Series


Table of Contents

Title Page

A Bitter Wind (Oshima Tokyo Noir, #3)

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Chapter 54

Chapter 55

Chapter 56

Chapter 57

Chapter 58

Chapter 59

Chapter 60

Chapter 61

Chapter 62

Chapter 63

Chapter 64

Chapter 65

Chapter 66

Chapter 67

Chapter 68

Chapter 69

Chapter 70

Chapter 71

Chapter 72

Chapter 73

Chapter 74

Sign up for CJ Hellman's Mailing List

Character List:

Oshima’s friends and associates


Oshima Kai – recently invalided out of the army; accountant and sometime private detective 


Nakajima – Oshima’s housekeeper and assistant; she has a rather dubious past

Sato – Oshima’s friend; retired schoolteacher who still tutors students privately

Adachi – Oshima’s friend; greengrocer in Oshima’s neighbourhood

Lt. Shirai – see under Military

Laakonen – friend of Oshima; member of the Finnish Embassy staff 

Detective Umeda – a police detective; has worked with Oshima before

Oshima’s relatives

Aunt Maeda – helped Oshima when he returned from the army


Sekiguchi Seiji – Oshima’s cousin; acting head of Toyo Industries now that his father is unwell


Sekiguchi Ryoya – Seiji's younger brother

Shimaoka Mariko – Oshima’s (2nd) cousin


Takeshi – Oshima’s cousin; one of the few members of his family he has always got on well with


Uncle & Aunt Sekiguchi – Seiji and Ryoya’s parents

Uncle and Aunt Shimaoka – Mariko’s parents

Mrs Yasuda – Aunt Maeda’s cook

People connected with Toyo Industries 

Baron Noda – recently deceased; one of the Directors of Toyo

Hosomi Masao – former private secretary of Baron Noda; Mariko’s ex-fiancé

Kanzaki – private secretary of Baron Noda until the Baron’s death

Kujo – accountant; seconded to work for Oshima

Legal personnel

Honjo Masatoshi – a courier

Miki – a courier; colleague of Honjo

Akazawa – lawyer and Professor of Law

Ms Inoue – secretary at Akazawa’s law offices

Takemoto – lawyer; hired to help Oshima

Military


General Akagi – “The General”, Oshima’s old army commander, now works in the General Affairs Bureau of the General Staff


Lt. Shirai – General Akagi’s aide; a friend of Oshima

Gang members

Mitsuhashi – a gang enforcer

Mukai – lately working with Mitsuhashi

Kanemoto – a gang enforcer; a figure from Nakajima’s past

Kim – a gang boss; another figure from Nakajima’s past
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There was no one there when he arrived, but he didn’t even have time to nose through the papers on Ms Inoue’s desk before she appeared in the doorway, wearing that slightly weary look she had – the one she had when she thought other people weren’t looking. As soon as she saw him, she smiled. She was good – he couldn’t be sure if it was genuine or not.

‘You’re a bit early today, aren’t you?’ she commented, throwing a quick look in his direction before beginning to water the plant on her desk. 

‘I had a bit of free time. I thought I’d pop in and have a chat ... if you don’t mind, that is.’

‘Since the boss is out,’ she said, nodding towards the door she had just come through, ‘why not?’ 

She moved closer. ‘It’s been quite an interesting week. You know Matsumoto?’

Honjo nodded. He had a slight acquaintance with most of the staff there.

‘It seems like he’s broken off his engagement.’

Honjo raised an eyebrow. ‘You don’t say?’

‘Seems like there are money problems in the family.’

‘Matsumoto’s?’

‘No, the girl’s.’ She paused. ‘You know what? Why don’t I make us a cup of tea first.’

‘All right. That would be nice. When’s he getting back?’

‘Not for another half an hour at least. He left the papers ready for you.’

‘Oh,’ said Honjo disinterestedly. He made no move to get up.

‘I’ll go and get the tea, then.’

Honjo watched her as she left the room. He got to his feet and followed her as far as the door, poking his head round the doorway. There was a huddle at one of the desks at the far end of the office, but he knew they wouldn’t bother him – they would be discussing the racing scores. He went to the other door, the one to Sasaki’s office. He gently pushed it open. The bundles of documents were on the desk, ready to be delivered, just as she’d said. Two piles – one for him, and one for one of the other messengers. Umebayashi, perhaps. Or maybe Miki.

He checked through the addresses quickly. The standard selection of medium sized companies that this office dealt with. He shuffled through the piles, checking the addresses till he found the one he was looking for, Toyo Trading Company. It seemed like there were several documents bundled together. He felt the envelope. There was certainly something thicker in there, too. It could be the ledger. 

He considered opening it up there and then, but Ms Inoue might be back any minute. If she saw him with it, that would be it. He would have a hard time talking his way out, and he would probably lose his job into the bargain. He put the envelope back into the pile.

Leaving them as tidy as they had been when he came in, he left the office quietly, walking back to Ms. Inoue’s desk as if nothing had happened. He had to hide the smile on his face. This would earn him enough for a good meal and a few drinks, and maybe a bit more if he played his cards right.

He managed to compose himself for Ms Inoue when she came back with the tea, launching himself into the discussion of office gossip with what he hoped she would take as enthusiasm. He was still there when there was a light knock on the open door and Miki walked in. 

Ms Inoue broke off the conversation, jumped up and offered him a cup of tea. Miki shook his head.

‘Can’t stop. Just here to pick up the papers for delivery.’ He nodded a greeting towards Honjo. ‘The boss isn’t in, I suppose?’

Honjo shook his head.

Ms Inoue was already halfway to the door. ‘Make yourself comfortable. I’ll get your papers.’

‘Better be getting on myself,’ said Honjo, finishing his tea. He put the cup on the small wooden saucer but made no other move to get up. ‘Where’re they sending you today?’

‘They said there were a couple of drops up on the north side of the palace, then up to Shinjuku for some pickups.’

Honjo was about to answer when the phone rang. Ms Inoue came in from the other room carrying a pile of envelopes. She sat down to answer the telephone, placing the envelopes on the desk. Honjo glanced at the address on the top one. He recognised it – it was the pile with the delivery for Toyo. He hoped it was for him. It would make things so much easier. He looked away quickly in case Ms Inoue noticed, but he needn’t have bothered. She was writing something on her notepad. Miki was staring at something in the corner, conspicuously not listening to the phone conversation. He was like that – he felt that if he did his job properly, everyone would love him for it. It was probably killing him to have to wait for those deliveries. Honjo had his own ideas about what got you liked.

At last, Ms Inoue put the phone down and looked at what she had written on her pad. 

‘If you could just wait for a minute, Mr Honjo. Mr Miki, could you just put your seal on this for me?’

Miki stepped forward – his seal was already out, and he stood ready while Ms Inoue placed the small pot of red seal ink ready.

‘These are for you,’ she said, indicating the pile on the desk.

Honjo winced. As Miki stamped the receipt Honjo tugged him by the sleeve.

‘See you outside,’ he mouthed. ‘Five minutes.’ 

Miki looked surprised but nodded.

‘That was the boss,’ said Ms Inoue after Miki had left the room. ‘He’s going to be gone all morning.’

‘Good for you, eh?’

‘It gets boring around here ...’

‘Too bad I can’t stick around and keep you company,’ said Honjo, looking at his watch, ‘but I really should be going.’

Ms Inoue sighed. ‘Better put your seal on that, then.’

She put the receipt on the desk, then went to fetch the other pile of envelopes. 

‘No rest for the wicked,’ he said, giving her a mock long face as he put the envelopes in his satchel.

And then he was out of the office, pounding down the stairs as fast as he could, looking for Miki.

He found him at the bottom the stairs.

‘What is it?’ asked Miki.

‘D’you fancy doing a swap?’

‘A swap? Which one?’

‘Have you got something for Toyo Industries at Hanzomon.’

Miki looked through his envelopes as if seeing them for the first time although Honjo would have been prepared to bet he had thoroughly checked them through already. Probably memorized them, too.

‘Uh-huh. I’ve got three around there.’

‘Do me a favour, would you? Let me take it.’

‘Toyo? I’m in the area already. It doesn’t make sense to go over to the port or wherever your deliveries are.’

‘Just let me take it. No swap.’

Miki looked doubtful. Messengers sometimes exchanged deliveries to save time or if they were particularly busy. It was against the rules, but as long as everything got where it was supposed to, nobody looked too carefully.

‘You’d be doing me a favour. You really would. There’s this girl who works in the office there. I can’t just pop in and visit her. I need an excuse, you see.’

Miki took another drag on his cigarette. ‘All right, then.’

He pulled out the envelope and handed it to Honjo.

‘You’re a life saver, Miki,’ said Honjo, giving a quick bow. ‘I’ll deliver it and hand the receipt off to you tomorrow.’

‘I’d really like to get everything squared away today, if you don’t mind.’

‘All right. I’ll meet you this evening, then. If you’re going to be in that area, let’s meet there.’

‘Do you know the tram stop at Kojimachi? Let’s say five?’

‘Five? Yeah, no problem.’

Miki finished his cigarette and carefully stubbed it out on the wall. 

‘Gotta run. See you later,’ he said, bowing slightly before heading out of the door.

Honjo bowed back in return, a little more fully than he would have done normally. But then Miki was doing him a favour. He straightened up and flicked his cigarette butt carelessly onto the floor. He would have to get moving if he was going to get all the deliveries finished in time for that meeting.
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Oshima had been working on the account for the last few hours. He didn’t know how people could make such a mess of something as simple as recording their expenses, but they had managed it. When it was a single person, it could be complicated enough, but the confusion seemed to run through the whole boardroom. Normally, he reflected, they wouldn’t have bothered to declare most of this stuff at all. It was a sign of the times that they felt the need to show they were being careful with their spending. At this rate, it would take at least another two days to sort everything out.  

He put down the paper and rubbed his eyes. Perhaps it was time for a break. He looked at the clock and decided he could manage another half hour of work before finishing for the day. He turned to the window, noting the slowly darkening sky. The sun wouldn’t go down for an hour or so yet, but he could feel the evening drawing in.

He stood and walked briskly around the small office, trying to work the stiffness out of his body. He stopped at the sound of footsteps along the corridor. There was a knock and the door opened halfway.

‘Excuse me. Mr. Oshima?’ said the visitor as his face appeared round the door.

‘Yes,’ Oshima replied. 

‘I’ve got a delivery here from Toyo Trading.’

‘Just a second,’ said Oshima as he reached the door and opened it fully. 

The man handed him a thick envelope with the Toyo trademark prominent on the front. 

‘If you could just put your seal on this,’ the man said, holding up a delivery receipt.

‘Yes, of course,’ said Oshima, taking it back to his desk, where he took out his seal and quickly stamped the document. ‘I haven’t seen you before, have I?’ he said as he handed it back.

‘No, I’m just filling in for the day. I had to drop something off and they gave me this to deliver.’

Oshima nodded. ‘I’m not always good with faces. I sometimes forget.’

‘No, it's the first time.’ 

‘That’s all right, then. I wouldn’t like to think I’d forgotten.’

The man hesitated for an instant, as if he wanted to say something, but the words would not come. Oshima felt it, too. A connection, but he couldn’t articulate it. 

‘Thank you, sir,’ the man said, with a bow, curt but polite.

Oshima bowed in return, then closed the office door.

Toyo sent him the accounts connected with the building rent and maintenance every quarter. It was only a small account, especially for a large company that had its own accounting department, but they were near neighbours and shared the same landlord. Besides, the president of Toyo was his uncle. The family had rallied round when he came back from China, and together they had scraped together a business for him. They had tried to co-opt him into the company, but after years in the army, he wanted a bit of room for himself. 

He opened the envelope and confirmed the contents, filing it for later. Then he sat down and turned his attention to the papers on his desk.

＊＊＊

There he is again, thought Oshima, turning over the page of his newspaper – it was the messenger who had brought the delivery from Toyo the previous day. He had been there yesterday as well, waiting at the tram stop. Oshima’s tram had come first and he had forgotten him. But there he was. There was nothing strange about it. There were people he always saw – clerks or accountants glad to be out of the office, heading home or going somewhere to eat or drink. Among the happy and the weary, those whose thoughts turned towards the evening ahead or the bed waiting for them, each one a world in himself, this man had caught his attention. His thoughts were turned outwards; he was watching, waiting for someone.

Oshima looked at him again. There was nothing about him that stood out, and yet he had noticed him twice, now. Small and slight, his face was flat, the eyes looked out warily, gatekeepers of a watchful soul. His jacket hung from his bony shoulders, bowed slightly forwards; he looked tired – ill, perhaps, his fingers working incessantly raising and lowering the thin cigarette to his mouth in a nervous gesture. From time to time, he glanced at his watch. Still, thought Oshima, it was none of his business. A coincidence, and surely there were many of those. 

The man moved. It was sudden – a small burst of nervous energy. Like a dog that's seen its quarry, he seemed almost to quiver, unsure, and then he was off, slipping past a knot of people, then hurriedly crossing the road. Another man detached himself from the crowd, crossing the road after him. With the number of people in the street it was impossible to be sure, but to Oshima, it did not look like a coincidence.

He watched, curious. He knew nothing about the messenger, nothing about what was happening, but he felt a kind of sympathy. He knew he couldn’t keep up with him, but nonetheless, he began to follow, limping slightly as he always did, watching from the other side of the street. He saw the messenger break into a run as he turned the corner into a side street that led north, away from the palace grounds. The man following him started to run, too.

Picking up his pace, Oshima headed for a position where he could see down the street. As he got there, he could see the messenger as he sprang up and scrambled over a wall. For a moment, Oshima saw his face as he turned as if to confront his pursuer, and then he realised that something – his jacket or the satchel he carried over his shoulder – was caught on the fence. For precious seconds he stayed there, struggling. Then, with a final wrench, he was gone. The man chasing him arrived just moments later. He pulled himself up far enough to see over the edge, and Oshima thought he was going to climb, too, but instead, he lowered himself, then turned away, shaking his head, and began walking back the way he had come. Oshima turned away, not wanting to be seen looking, and took a few steps away from where he had been standing. He waited till a group of people strolled past him towards the tram stop, then he looked again, but the man was gone. 

Oshima stood there, uncertain. It was nothing to do with him, but he had got a sense of something. He stepped off the curb, leaning on his stick as he did so, and waited as a car went by. Then he crossed the road. 

He looked along the street again for the man, but the tram was coming and the press of people was increasing. He could be in the crowd now, shielded from Oshima’s view, or he might have gone into one of the shops that lined the street. 

Oshima didn’t want to get involved, but he was curious. With a studied carelessness, he walked past the shops, looking at the assortment of groceries and ironmongery on display, occasionally snatching glances at the passengers boarding the tram. The incense shop surprised him – he didn’t remember seeing it there before – and he guessed there must be a temple nearby, somewhere out of view. But of the man, there was no trace. He waited until the tram had gone, then walked back along the main street, turning into the street he had seen the men running down. 

He reached the place where the chase had ended; it was clear why the second man hadn’t tried climbing the wall himself – there was a foothold of sorts, but it would have taken some agility to get over. Oshima wasn’t even going to pretend to try. He put his hand out to touch the crumbling plaster and looked up at the wooden spikes that topped the wall. Rotted and weakened as they were, he could still see why the messenger had got caught up on them. His gaze drifted down to the wall, and he noticed something behind a tuft of grass.

At first, he thought it was a wallet, but bending down, he saw it was a card case, an expensive one, too, but old and worn. He flipped it open and saw the characters that had been embossed in gold on the leather. They were faded now, but he could still partly read the name, Hosomi. There were several identical name cards, as well as the card for a club in Ginza whose name he thought he recognized. The name cards, he noted, did not say Hosomi. They read Honjo Masatoshi. Looking at the case again, he saw two initials had been embossed in English on the outside. The gold had worn off, but the H and M were still visible. Well, one mystery solved, thought Oshima – he probably picked it up in a pawn shop because it matched his initials. But why was he running away? That was another question. 
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‘I’m back,’ called Oshima as he slid open the door to the hallway.

‘Okaerinasai,’ the answering call sounded from along the short corridor. It was followed moments later by the noise of a door sliding open as the figure of his housekeeper appeared in the hall. She bowed politely to him, then came forward to take the small parcel he was carrying.

‘I stopped by Tanemura’s today,’ Oshima said. ‘I picked these up. They're supposed to be good.’

‘I’ll put them in the kitchen, then, for tomorrow. Unless you fancy one after dinner?’

‘That might be nice,’ replied Oshima as he slowly removed his shoes and stepped up into the house.

Nakajima knelt down and placed his shoes tidily while Oshima walked into the dining room. The paper was neatly folded, and he bent to pick it up, standing there as he looked at the front page. Nothing good there. He knew from experience that you couldn’t follow the progress of the war by what you read in the paper, so these stories of continuing triumphs meant little to him. It would be in the details that he would find a clue to what was actually happening, but even then, there would be too little to give him an accurate picture. For that he would have to talk to his contacts – his friends, he corrected himself – in the army. He folded the paper and lowered himself awkwardly to the cushion on the floor. With his leg the way it was, he still found the traditional low tables a trial and often ate in his study, preferring the western-style desk. At first, he had been embarrassed at his clumsiness when he sat down, seeking to do it when Nakajima was out of the room. She would turn the other way to avoid seeing his embarrassment and annoyance. Now, however, he didn’t care. She still showed the polite deference that was expected in her position, but he was used to having her around. She no longer hovered like a ghost, silent and watchful, but seemed to have accepted that she was part of his household and would continue to be so as long as she wanted to be. Which meant they talked, and he had come to respect her opinion, her ability and her courage. 

He turned to the financial news. He didn’t follow the market for his own sake, but some of his customers would ask him questions now and then. He was just paid to balance their books, but it didn’t hurt to have an eye on the economy. A lot of it was related to the war – wood, coal and steel were largely ear-marked for military use, and big contracts were going to the people who supplied and equipped the military in all the many ways it needed. People were getting rich from this, and as usual, it was those with the most money already who seemed to be getting the most out of it.

As he read, Nakajima came in and began to lay the table. She went out again and Oshima was vaguely aware of the sounds of cooking from the kitchen. He carried on reading till the scent of freshly grilled fish was too strong to ignore. He put down the paper as Nakajima came through the door carrying a plate of the small fish called kisu. 

‘You’d better eat these while they’re hot,’ she said, putting the plate in front of him. 

‘You’re having some too?’ said Oshima, sliding the plate towards her.

‘May I?’

‘Of course.’

Nakajima sat down with a practiced grace and Oshima remembered the rumours that she had been involved in a torrid love affair. He had never asked her: she might be his housekeeper, but she had a right to privacy. Still, he could not help but notice the air she had about her – there was something reserved, almost secretive, about her. It did not help that he had seen her shoot a man dead in this house, barely batting an eyelid, or that less than a month ago, she had put three bullets into the woman who had tried to kill her. He did not know her history, not much of it, but Nakajima was far from normal, and he was sure there was a lot he hadn’t even guessed at.

If the truth were told, Oshima was not what most people would have called normal, either. He was solitary and liked a simple life. His time in the army had done that much for him. He was used to fending for himself, so any housekeeper would certainly not find herself overworked. But he had grown bitter since he left the army. He put it down to the pain of his injury, but as he healed, he found his cynicism remained. Perhaps they both gave each other a little stability, Oshima thought. But whereas he was the master of the house, and had known some of his neighbours since childhood, she was new. And like anyone new, she faced the prying scrutiny of the neighbourhood in all its many forms. Her start had not been auspicious, but she seemed to have made a few friends now. Or at least, she managed to fit into the social life of the neighbourhood without drawing too much comment. 

They ate mostly in silence for a few minutes, punctuated with customary politenesses about the food, while the pile of small heads and tails on their plates grew steadily – they ate the rest, bones and all. Oshima thought Nakajima might say something once they finished, but she was busy tidying the plates and pouring out tea. He hesitated – should he involve her or not? But he knew he had never really had any serious doubts.

‘You know,’ said Oshima, ‘something odd happened to me today.’
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Oshima realised as he told her that he had missed this. Her comments drew him out and her silences challenged him. It was odd, he reflected, that they could talk about this but in daily life their interactions still seemed stilted and strained. 

‘And you have no idea what it was about?’

‘None at all. He seemed on edge as he was waiting, and he took off as soon as he caught sight of the other guy.’

‘And yesterday.’

‘Yesterday, he was different. When he dropped off the delivery, and then when I spotted him at the tram stop, he was perfectly normal. Relaxed.’

Nakajima nodded. ‘It’s nothing to do with you.’

‘No, of course not.’

Nakajima looked at him questioningly.

‘What?’ said Oshima.

‘It’s not my place.’

‘No, go on.’

Nakajima shook her head. ‘I only meant you didn’t look as if you were going to simply forget this.’

‘Perhaps you’re right. But there’s not very much I can actually do. I have his address on the cards – I could just put the card case in the post, but I don’t think there’s any reason to get in touch.’

‘It’s probably something simple – a love affair, or money problems. He may not have been in the right, you know. The person who was after him off, perhaps he had good reason. It could have been anything, you know.’

Oshima nodded. He watched Nakajima as she wiped her fingers on the small towel at the side of her plate, then looked up at him.

‘So, what do you think?’ he said.

She didn’t answer for a moment but held Oshima’s gaze in hers.

‘Normally,’ she said slowly, ‘I would say you should just leave it. He’s nothing to you. It’s no business of yours. It can only lead to trouble. But ...’ 

‘But ...?’

‘There’s something about him, isn’t there?’

Oshima nodded. He couldn’t say what it was, but it was there.

‘You’ve already decided, then?’

‘No, I haven’t, in fact.’ 

Which was true. He had been thinking about it on the way home, but he hadn’t come to a decision. There was no particular reason to follow it up. And he knew better than to stick his nose into other people’s business. He had seen his fair share of trouble recently, none of which he had gone looking for.

‘You said “normally”,’ Oshima continued. ‘You said “But”.’

‘I thought you’d decided. If you have, you must have a reason.’

‘I’m not sure if I do. That’s why I wanted to hear what you thought. Maybe I was just curious.’

‘It’s your choice, then,’ said Nakajima. ‘But thank you for asking me about it. Shall I bring in those manju?’

Oshima sat there as Nakajima cleared the table. She was back with a plate of manju – small cakes of soft rice dough, filled with sweet bean-paste – the ones he had bought at Tanemura’s. 

‘Not bad,’ said Oshima as he cut another piece off the already small cake with the tiny bamboo fork Nakajima had put out. It would never have occurred to him to use one had it not been there, but he had been to enough places where etiquette at meals could make a lasting impression that he could take a hint. He had noticed, almost from the start, that Nakajima liked sweets, and he had used them as a way to bridge the gap between them after she had begun working for him ­– in the days when he could hardly get more than ‘yes’, ‘no’, ‘please’ and ‘thank you’ from her. Although he could live without them himself, he had learnt that he had better buy for both of them if he wanted her to eat. She would not take something just for herself.

Nakajima nodded. For once, the appreciation was clear on her face. Oshima was just about to say something else when the telephone rang. Nakajima stood up quickly, still wiping her fingers, and left the room to answer. Oshima bent his ears to hear, but the sound was muffled.

‘It's Mrs Maeda,’ said Nakajima with a slight bow as she appeared in the doorway. His aunt.

‘Did she say what it’s about?’ asked Oshima. He was fond of her, and she had been good to him as he was growing up, and since then, as well. She had also been the one who had found Nakajima for him.

Nakajima shook her head slightly.

‘Tell her I’ll be there in a minute,’ he said, sighing as he began to push himself up from the table, checking ever so slightly as he put weight on his bad leg, as he always did, alert for signs of weakness or of the shooting pains that would still, from time to time, remind him that his injury might never really heal, let alone return to how it used to be.

‘Come on, come on,’ he grumbled to himself as he straightened up. 

He was still grumbling when he took the phone from Nakajima, who bowed politely and quietly left the room. She was always very correct in her manners around his aunt, even if she was only on the telephone.

‘Aunt, nice to hear from you.’

‘And from you, Kai. I hope you are well.’

‘Yes, quite well, thank you. You too, I hope.’

‘Yes, yes. Kai, dear, I was hoping I could see you some time. There was something I’d like to talk with you about.’

‘Of course. When were you thinking of?’

‘Any time that would suit you, really. Are you busy this weekend?’

‘No, I don’t think so.’ 

‘How about coming round for tea, then? On Saturday.’

Perhaps she detected the momentary catch in his breath. Perhaps not, thought Oshima. Perhaps she would have said it anyway.

‘Don’t worry. There won’t be anyone else here. It’ll just be us.’

‘I’ll be there. Was there anything else?’

‘Nothing that won’t wait. By the way, how’s Ms Nakajima coming along?’

‘Perfectly satisfactory.’

‘Even after ...?’

‘No problems at all.’

‘You’re not giving anything away, are you?’

‘There’s nothing to give away. See you on Saturday.’

‘See you then, Kai.’

‘What’s she getting at?’ said Oshima to himself as he put the phone down. He hoped it wasn’t another one of her plans. Once she was decided about something, it could take a lot to change her mind. 

He turned around to look at the room. He kept it in working order – tidy enough and he knew where to find everything. This was his library, office and studio. It was like his life – neither one thing or another. It might have its limitations, but he knew what they were and liked them that way. He could see Nakajima had tidied up around the edges. And that she knew enough not to do any more. He had been very clear about that when she first started. One of the reasons he had kept her on, in fact, was that she didn’t disturb his life. But now she had become part of it, and he wasn’t quite sure how he felt about that. Come to think of it, he was not quite sure how he felt about the rest of his life, either. 
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It was a surprise to see her answer the door. So much for it being just us, Oshima thought. But she was family, even if he hadn’t seen her for years. Her bright smile was still the same, and it seemed time had treated her kindly. 

‘Mariko,’ he said, surprising himself that her name came to him so easily. ‘How nice to see you.’

‘Kai, it’s been ages. Come on in.’

She waited as he took off his shoes, watching him with that appraising gaze of hers.

‘You’re looking well,’ she said.

‘Thank you.’

‘Still not married, I hear.’

‘No, and no plans to be. You?’

‘Oh, no.’ Her face lit up when she said this, and for a moment he caught a glimpse of her when she had been a girl. ‘I’ve had quite enough of that. I think Auntie Maeda has given up on me.’

Oshima couldn’t quite recall the details – he had been abroad at the time – but he remembered the man she had been engaged to had been involved in some financial scandal. There had been no charges, but it was enough for the family to call the whole thing off. He had got the impression Mariko was not entirely enthusiastic about the whole thing in the first place. Perhaps she had been glad about the way things had turned out.

‘This way,’ said Mariko, breaking in on his thoughts. ‘Auntie’s through here.’

She was sitting in a European style chair that must have been the height of luxury when his grandfather bought it almost half a century ago but was looking a little old-fashioned now. The rest of the furniture had been updated to more modern tastes. There were flowers on the table and the light filtered through the net curtains. It fooled him for a moment into thinking everything was fine. 

His aunt stretched out her hand towards him, and it was only when he got close enough to grasp it that he realised she was not well.

‘Kai,’ she said, ‘how lovely to see you. Come and sit down.’

‘There’s something wrong, isn’t there?’ he asked, barely waiting for her to finish speaking. 

‘Now, now. We’ll come to that. Sit down first.’

Oshima lowered himself slowly onto the chair in front of hers. He felt his aunt looking at him. Perhaps that was something Mariko had picked up from her.

‘You’re looking well,’ she said. ‘Ms Nakajima’s feeding you properly, then.’

‘I can feed myself.’

‘Well, yes ... but you shouldn’t have to spend time doing that. You’re too busy with your work to have to worry about things like that. Besides, it looks better if you have a housekeeper.’

‘I know all this, aunt.’

‘Yes, I know you do, but it doesn’t hurt saying again. You have to take care of yourself. Don’t let yourself go – you’re still young, after all.’

‘Don’t worry. I can take care of myself.’

‘But you’re happy with Ms Nakajima? There haven’t been any problems?’

‘Problems? No. Why should there be?’

‘No reason, but you know how people are. Sometimes they get on together, sometimes they don’t. I wouldn’t want you to be saddled with someone you didn’t want just because I chose her.’

‘Don’t worry. I’m quite happy with her. She fits in well; she doesn’t disturb me when I’m working and she does what she’s supposed to. That’s all I need in a housekeeper.’

‘Yes, I suppose so. But you didn’t mind about ... about what happened in the summer?’

Oshima shrugged. 

‘The woman who got killed was her friend, I heard.’

‘So?’

‘It didn’t worry you?’

‘I don’t like murders any more than anyone else, but I don’t blame it on Nakajima.’

‘No, of course not. But even so ...’

‘No, it’s not a problem.’

‘Just making sure.’

‘No, it’s perfectly fine.’

Oshima could tell from the tone of his aunt’s voice that she was satisfied; or at least, she would leave it for the time being. He knew she worried about him, and he was touched. He was very fond of his aunt but they both knew there were subjects they did not see eye to eye on, and when they came across one, they usually agreed to respect each other’s differences. Oshima had never been worried about how he was seen by society at large; from an early age his strange eyes and the lighter shade of his hair, marked him as different from those around him, even if his features would pass without comment if you didn’t look too hard. Having a foreign father had marked him permanently – people didn’t like it if you were different. He had fitted in where he could, and where he couldn’t, it had not taken many playground fights to teach his fellow pupils that he was someone it wasn’t wise to mock. Now that he’d grown older, it hardly occurred to him. Occasionally, he felt someone look at him that little bit more carefully, but most never noticed.

‘I hadn’t expected to see Mariko here,’ said Oshima.

‘I hadn’t planned it, I must admit, but as she’s here, I couldn’t send her away so we could have tea all to ourselves.’

‘I wasn’t suggesting that.’

‘I know, but I wouldn’t have put it past you. I know you don’t like company.’

‘How is she these days?’

‘You saw for yourself. Still the same as ever.’

‘I couldn’t really tell – I hardly had the chance to talk to her.’

‘You know what she’s like ...’

‘Hmm.’

‘Try to get on ... for today, at least.’

‘Of course. We’ve always got on well enough.’

‘You were younger then, more forgiving. And so was she.’

‘I’ll manage.’

‘Thank you, Kai.’

She reached over and squeezed his hand again, and Oshima was suddenly aware of her age and her frailty. She must have noticed something on his face, because as he started to speak she shook her head.

‘Later, Kai. Later.’
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It was bound to happen one day. That or something like it – these things do. But it had still come as a shock.

‘I’m sure it will be all right, but the doctors say I need rest and quiet. I need to go away. It may not have to be for very long, but it needs to be done.’

‘When did you find out?’

‘I’ve had my suspicions for a while, but I only knew for certain earlier this week – when I called you.’

‘Did the doctor say how bad it is?’

‘It hasn’t advanced far. Rest and quiet – that’s what I need. That’s why I’m going away. They said they were confident that I would get better ... with the proper treatment. There is always the possibility, however, that I may not. No, no,’ she said, raising a hand, ‘We are both realists, you and I. You’ve looked death in the face, I know. Let me do the same. I have made all the arrangements. I made my will ages ago, you know.  Besides the money, there are one or two things, some jewellery and so on, that were your mother’s. They’re in safekeeping. If there’s anything else you want, let me know. No need to worry about it now. There’s plenty of time – you can think about it. But in the meantime, I’m having Mariko look after the house. She’s the only one who hasn’t got her own family to run. And if it’s all right with you, I’d like you to drop in from time to time, just to see that everything’s ... running smoothly.’

‘Of course. And the staff?’

‘Yes, that did make me think. Everything’s so unsettled these days, it’s difficult to know what to do for the best. That’s partly why I want you to keep an eye on things. Mariko can be ... well, you know what I mean. I’m leaving Mrs Yasuda, and Mrs Kawase to cook, although Mariko barely eats enough to keep a fly alive, so heaven knows what she’s going to do. Fuki will come in twice a week, or as often as Mrs Yasuda needs her. I didn’t want to shut the house up – houses should be used, as long as anyone has any use for them.’

Oshima nodded. She had run the house alone for years, as well as who knew how many other things she did. He wasn’t going to try and second guess her now. 

‘So, where will you be?’

‘Kamakura. The hospital’s just a few miles outside the city.’

‘Good. Quite close, then?’

‘You might need a car to get there. I’m not sure.’

‘But Kamakura’s no distance at all. You’ll have lots of visitors.’

‘Not too many or the doctors will get annoyed.’

‘I can’t see that bothering you.’

She smiled. ‘No, probably not.’

Although she was in good spirits, the visit left him feeling depressed. Mariko had said goodbye briefly before disappearing into the depths of the house.

‘I have to give auntie her medicine now,’ she said before flitting away.

Oshima watched her go. She was thin and had lost none of the grace she had when she was younger. There was strength there, too. Naginata, archery? Perhaps not – a little too lively for that. Or maybe she had just played a lot of tennis. Her parents were in that set. 

He wandered along the corridor to where he knew he was likely to find Mrs Yasuda. He had known her for many years, even before she was housekeeper here, when she was still working for his grandfather.

‘Mr. Oshima,’ she said in surprise as he appeared in the doorway.

‘I thought I’d just pop in. Everything all right?’

She sighed, ‘You know, of course.’

‘I know what she told me.’

‘You know all of it, then. Mrs Maeda wouldn’t keep anything back from you.’

‘No, of course not. Not on purpose, anyway.’ This last bit was muttered under his breath.

‘Don’t worry about her, sir. She’s tough.’

‘She’s getting older, though.’

‘She’s still tougher than she looks. She’ll come back from that place more full of life than ever, just you see.’

‘I hope you’re right.’

Mrs Yasuda’s optimism did not entirely convince him, and although he was glad to have the chance to spend a while chatting with her, he left the house without the cheer he normally felt. The darkness of the streets did nothing to relieve his feelings. Despite the earliness of the season, he could feel a chill in the air. His aunt had pressed money into his hand as they said goodbye, telling him to get a taxi, but he had wanted to walk, at least for a bit. Now, he thought he should have followed her advice. 

He looked around – there was little chance of finding one in this part of Ueno, away from the park and the station. The neat gateways stared at him, solid doors, impressively carved nameplates, neatly tiled rooves, and behind them carefully tended gardens with drooping maple leaves just beginning to turn red, well-pruned hedges, and moss that was swept clean of leaves and fallen pine needles every morning.

He found himself staring at one of them without knowing why. After a moment or two, he realised it must have been the nameplate by the front gate that had caught his eye. It was the same as the name on the card case he had picked up the other day: Hosomi. It was a common enough name. There was something about it though that nagged at the back of his mind.

He continued walking, still thinking about it. He had not gone far when a car came slowly round the corner and drove past him. It took him a moment or two to register that it was a taxi. He turned to watch it slowing to a halt just in front of the house he had been looking at. It sat there for a few moments, it’s engine running, then the driver got out and ran around to the passenger door, opening it and standing to attention as the occupant got out. Oshima watched as the man walked to his door. It slid open as he approached, and Oshima heard the low tones of a servant’s voice.

Good staff, thought Oshima as he walked towards the taxi. The driver turned and saw Oshima, who raised a hand. He held the door open as Oshima slid into the back seat, happy to have saved himself the extra walk. It might have taken him another twenty minutes to get somewhere where he was likely to find a cab.
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‘Nothing much you can do, I suppose.’

‘No, there isn’t. And that just makes it worse.’

‘I know how it feels.’

Oshima nodded and lifted up his glass. Today was the day Aunt Maeda had gone into hospital. He held the glass there. Something had just struck him.

‘All this aside, Sato, I need to pick your brains. I ran into someone the other day and the name seems familiar, but I can’t place him.’

‘And you think I have a list of your friends, now?’

Oshima shrugged as if to say it might be possible. Sato was one of the few friends he had kept since his time living here before he went off to fight. A retired school teacher, he seemed to know something about everything and was particularly good with names.

‘All right, then. What’s the name?’

‘There are two names, actually.’

‘But one person?’

‘Maybe.’

‘All right. Let’s start with the first one.’

‘Honjo Masatoshi.’

‘And the context?’

‘Let’s leave that for a moment.’

‘If you say so. Honjo it is, then.’

Sato sat back in his chair and thought. Oshima took a sip of his sake and looked around the room. It hadn’t changed so much in all the years he had known Sato, although the number of books continued to grow. They sat, as they always did these days, at the table he used for dining as well as teaching the private students he kept on. Sato didn’t seem to mind sitting on western-style chairs rather than on the floor like normal people. At least, he never said anything.

‘There was a Honjo who lived down by the railway. I remember him at school – when I was a pupil, I mean. His family ran a stall in the market selling rice crackers. He didn’t much fancy that and ended up running a bar in the city for a while.’

‘Doesn’t sound like him.’

‘Then, there’s Honjo Kazuya, the newspaper columnist.’

‘Tell me more.’

‘He used to do political stories for the Asahi Daily News. He began getting a bit extreme in his views. They kicked him out a few years ago. He was almost retired by then. Still writes a few pieces for The Red Flag and one or two other papers of that persuasion.’

‘Retired, you say?’

‘Almost. Must be in his sixties.’

‘Too old, then. Pity, otherwise he might have been a fit. He didn’t have a son who followed him into the business, did he?’

‘Hardly. It’s one of those things where kids don’t follow their fathers. Would you want to if you’d seen it close at hand?’

‘Just a thought.’

‘Not him then. D’you want to give me a bit of help?’

‘Younger – in his thirties. Works as a messenger in the city, but there was something about him. I can’t explain what it was.’

‘Lost his job and had to turn to something else instead, perhaps? It’s not uncommon.’

‘Maybe. He was nervous as well.’

‘Is that so strange? If the person you’re waiting for is late.’

‘Yes, you could be right. There was another name, too. It was on his card case.’

‘A different name? What was it?’

‘The name? Hosomi.’

‘Hosomi,’ said Sato. ‘I don’t know anyone around here called Hosomi.’

‘No, I couldn’t think of anyone, either.’

‘But actually,’ said Sato with a smile, ‘it could almost be that guy your cousin was going to marry. You know, the difficult one. The one you liked.’

‘Mariko, you mean? How did you know I liked her?’

‘Adachi must have told me, I suppose.’

‘That was a long time ago. There was nothing in it, you know.’

‘We’ve all been young.’

Oshima was silent, thinking.

‘Are you sure it was Hosomi?’ he said suddenly. 

‘Your cousin’s fiancé? Yeah, pretty sure. As it was your family, I followed the story.’

There was a pause. Oshima was trying to remember what Mariko’s fiancé had looked like, but without success. Sato’s hand strayed towards the sake but then stopped.

‘Does that mean that this is the man you’re interested in?’ he asked. ‘The man who almost married your cousin?’

‘It might be,’ Oshima admitted, ‘but it’s been so long since I met him, I wouldn’t recognise him.’

‘But you met him?’

‘Yes, just once, I think. It was at a party.’

‘No, I mean this new Hosomi. Or Honjo.’

‘Oh, him? Yes. Just once to talk to. I saw him a couple of times after that.’

‘And?’ said Sato expectantly.

‘There’s not much to tell. Nothing really happened.’

‘But you’re interested in him.’ 

‘It might not mean anything. It’s probably just ... oh, I don’t know ... boredom, I suppose.’

‘Why don’t you tell me about it?’

When Oshima had finished, Sato drew in his breath sharply. 

‘Sounds like there might be something there, after all. You don’t know if the person you saw was Honjo, or Hosomi. Or he might have another identity.’

‘I was trying not to get involved.’

‘I’m not saying you should get involved, but it’s intriguing. Especially if it is that same Hosomi.’

‘Unlikely, though, isn’t it?’

‘I don’t know. You’ve no idea what he’s doing now?’

‘No, none at all.’

‘He lost his position, of course. But with a family like that ... he might have been sent away. Abroad, perhaps?’

‘I don’t know anything about him at all.’

‘Your aunt might know. But ...’

‘Exactly. Now is not the time to go bothering her with this kind of thing.’

‘Anyone else in your family? Your cousin?’

‘I doubt she’d be keeping up with him after what happened.’

‘You’re probably right. You never know, though. Anyone else? There must be someone.’

Oshima pulled a face. ‘I’m sure there is. I’m not sure I really want to go asking around. Not just yet. It might be nothing, you know. How likely is it that a man from his background would get a job like that?’

‘You mean you don’t want to go getting in touch with your relatives?’

‘There is that,’ said Oshima with a smile. ‘Not if I don’t have to. I would want to scout out the territory a little first. There’s no need to go ruffling feathers for nothing.’

‘No, I don’t suppose there is,’ said Sato getting up from the table. ‘Let me see if I have anything about this. I might have kept it, you know.’

This was the thing about Sato – he knew a lot, and he kept records of more. He would cut things out, keep notes on odd details that had fired his curiosity, and tuck them away somewhere. And he usually knew where to find them again. He could have got a job with a museum or a police department, Oshima thought, somewhere that would have really appreciated his skills. Mind you, he might be better off just doing it for himself. At least, he could concentrate on his own interests.

It was a few minutes before Sato returned. 

‘I found something,’ he said, holding out a newspaper clipping. ‘There’s a photograph of Hosomi.’

He put it down on the table in front of Oshima, who smoothed it out and stared at the picture.

‘It’s not very clear, but it might be better than nothing,’ said Sato. ‘The name’s not Masatoshi, but Masao. The first character is the same.’

‘Yes, I see that.’

‘What do you think? Is it ...?’

Oshima shook his head. ‘I can’t tell. It might be him, it might not. But the name on the card case – it’s faded, but it could be Masao.’

‘See? We’re getting somewhere.’

‘That’s not what I call proof.’

‘I’ll count that as a thank-you, then. How about another drink?’

‘You win, but only one.’

As Sato poured, Oshima let his thoughts go back to that evening earlier in the week. The man, Honjo, he assumed, had been there two days in a row. Was he waiting for someone? Clearly not the man who had chased him down the street. And who was this Hosomi? Were they the same person? Was he the man who had been engaged to Mariko? He must be getting bored, he thought, to make so much out of a chance encounter like that. Sato nudged a full cup in his direction. 

‘Drink up. Your mystery will keep for another day.’

Oshima couldn’t argue with that.
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‘Sorry to disturb your thoughts, sir.’ 

‘Uh-huh,’ murmured Oshima, his mind still more than half on the book he was reading.

‘Have you decided, then? About the man you followed?’

Oshima looked up at Nakajima. She was putting out the breakfast things but had stopped halfway through and was looking at him with a questioning expression on her face. He was aware they had never finished the discussion from the other day. In fact, he had not decided what to do himself, not until last night. 

‘I was talking to Sato about it last night. There might be something else. That man might be connected to my family.’

She said nothing, but her silence gave Oshima pause for thought.

‘If there’s anything you want to say, go ahead.’

Oshima respected her intelligence, and her experience, however secret she might keep her past. To anyone else, it might seem strange asking the housekeeper for her thoughts. He was, after all, the master of the house, and she was a paid servant. You expected your housekeeper to know her job, of course, and you might discuss matters relevant to running the household, but this kind of thing? It would have made Oshima’s grandfather throw up his hands in alarm. But Oshima had always made a habit of gleaning information from wherever it might be found. He did not discriminate on social grounds – not when it came to advice, though heaven knows, he could be picky enough on any number of other points. Knowledge, though, and experience – you listened to them wherever they might come from.

Nakajima did not speak immediately, but stood holding his empty rice bowl, turning it round in her hands. She looked down, as if noticing what she was doing, and put it down firmly on the table.

‘I want to help with this, if you’re going to follow it up.’

Oshima was a little taken aback. He wasn’t sure what he had expected, and now he thought he had underestimated her. Again.

‘Ah,’ he heard himself say, ‘Yes, all right.’

‘Thank you,’ Nakajima said. ‘I’ll bring your breakfast now.’

Oshima watched her as she turned to leave the room. He thought he saw the trace of a smile as she stepped into the corridor. Looking down, he marked his place and closed the book. He wasn’t sure if he was pleased or not. He had mentioned it to her when he hadn’t needed to, and he would be the first to admit that Nakajima had helped him with things like this, things that fell well outside the normal demands of running his house, but on those occasions, she had been involved from the start. Closely involved. But this ... He wasn’t even sure if he should be involved himself. You’ve asked for it, he thought, and I hope you like it. But he wasn’t sure if it was Nakajima he was addressing or himself. In the end, it didn’t matter. Maybe they both just needed something to keep them occupied. If he could feel bored with the daily grind, he was sure Nakajima could, too.

But the fact was, as he explained to her, he didn’t intend to follow it up. He told her what he had discussed with Sato, but even after talking it through, there wasn’t much there. 

‘It’s not as if I should be running around looking for trouble,’ he said. ‘I’ll leave it as it is, unless something happens.’ Nakajima nodded her agreement, but he thought he saw a shadow of disappointment flit across her face.

There had been something else, as well. It hadn’t affected his decision, but it was there in the back of his mind, something that he hadn’t wanted to tell Nakajima about. He had noticed a card in Honjo’s wallet. He hadn’t thought about it at first, or rather, although he had registered the name, he hadn’t thought about where he had heard it before. Hinode – Dawn – that was what had been written on the card. It was the name of a private club. He should have realised it immediately, of course, but somehow the name hadn’t triggered any memories. That happened sometimes. Things he should’ve have had no trouble with seemed to slip from his memory when he needed them, while another time, he could recall them with no effort at all. He worried about it sometimes – perhaps it was a delayed effect of the explosion, or the opium-laced cigarettes he’d started smoking for the pain. He smoked far less, now – in fact, hardly at all. But all that time when he was recovering from his injury could have had some effect, some long-term effect. 

But he knew it wasn’t a lapse in memory that had stopped him from telling Nakajima about this. He wasn’t sure whether he would call it embarrassment or the desire for privacy, but the fact was that he hadn’t wanted Nakajima to know anything about the woman who worked there. It wasn’t that anything had happened between them; nor that he had taken her attentions to him seriously. Hospitality was her job, and while he had liked to think her words to him had been personal, he wasn’t fooling himself. There had been something about her, though. 

He was thinking about her as the tram rattled its way through Shinjuku, over the river at Ichigaya and on through the morning traffic towards Kojimachi. Yuki ... if that was her name. He reminded himself that many of the women working at those clubs would use a false name for their customers, and something like that – ‘snow’ was what it meant – was just the kind of name they might choose. It was part of the territory. Was it worth going back to see her? What could she tell him? What would she want to tell him? She probably knew
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