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1

She
Crumbled
and
Turned
to
Ashes

At first, nothing was unusual.

I was on the phone with my sister. She sat at her desk by the window in her rented room in Akakawa. The sun shone through the curtain, casting brown highlights on her long dark hair. She asked me question after question, but I just mumbledone-word answers, impatient for the conversation to be over. But then, before my eyes, she crumbled and turned to ashes.

I WOKE UP IN a black sedan; the dream would have slipped from my mind, had it not been for the white porcelain urn in my lap. Resembling a short cylindrical vase, it was decorated with a painting of a flying cuckoo and chrysanthemums. Inside were the ashes of my sister, Keiko Ishida, who had been only thirty-three when she died.

I loosened my tie and asked Honda, “How much longer?”

He turned the steering wheel. “Almost there.”

“Mind putting on some music?”

“Of course not,” he answered, flicking a button.

The radio played Billie Holiday’s “Summertime.”

For a Friday afternoon, the journey was smooth. The sun was high, no traffic jam in sight. Even the music was relaxing, the kind meant to make you drum your fingers to the beat.

My hands tightened involuntarily around the urn, and I stared at it. Honda glanced at me for a second before turning his eyes back to the road.

“Keiko used to love jazz,” he said.

I nodded, unable to speak. The small stack of cassettes that made up her collection—what would happen to them now?

“The funny thing was, she couldn’t name a single jazz musician,” he continued.

I cleared my throat. “You don’t need to be knowledgeable to appreciate jazz.”

“Well said, Ishida.”

Actually, it was my sister who had first spoken those words to me.

Even now, I could picture her sitting at her desk, her hand twisting the phone cord. A self-satisfied smile on her face as she murmured, “You don’t need to be knowledgeable to appreciate jazz.”

Strange that this image was etched in my mind, though I’d never seen her rented room—I had no idea what it looked like.

“We’re here,” Honda said as the car pulled up to the entrance of the Katsuragi Hotel.

“Thank you for your help arranging the memorial service,” I said.

“Don’t mention it. Keiko’s done a lot for me in the past.”

I nodded and got out, still clutching the urn. I was already heading through the entrance when I heard him call after me.

“Ishida.”

I turned. Honda had already wound down the passenger window.

“What are you going to do with . . . ?” He scratched the back of his neck, looking at the urn.

“I haven’t decided yet.”

“If you want the ashes scattered at sea, we can ask the crematorium staff. They’ll handle it for a small fee.”

“That won’t do,” I said. “My sister was afraid of water. She couldn’t swim.”

HONDA AND MY SISTER had taught at the same cram school. It was he who had arranged my accommodations.

“It’s sparsely furnished, but cheap and livable,” he had said, a completely accurate description. A queen-sized bed, a small television, a wardrobe, and a dressing table with matching chair—that was all. The furniture was dated but functional. Relatively clean, the room had an en-suite bathroom and a slightly musty odor.

I placed the urn on the dressing table and looked at my watch. It was two-thirty, so I had an hour to make my way to the police station. I took off my suit and left it hanging over the back of the chair. I needed to shower, to wash away the smell of the funeral incense.

Sliding the bathroom door, I glanced at the dressing table. The urn stood there silently.

I ARRIVED AT THE police station to find a lone young officer manning the counter. I was the only visitor. When I gave the man my name, he stood to open the office door.

“Follow me,” he said, and I did, surprised he would leave the counter unattended.

The officer led me down a cramped corridor and gestured for me to enter a room on the right. I knocked on the door twice, took a deep breath, and turned the knob.

“Excuse me,” I said.

A middle-aged man sat behind a desk piled high with folders. His hair was thinning, and he wore a faded black suit over a crumpled white shirt. For a police officer, the man dressed sloppily.

The room we were in was windowless and smaller than I’d expected. Perhaps it was designed to make visitors feel claustrophobic. The desk ran from wall to wall, dividing the office in two. I wondered how the officer managed to get to his chair each morning. Did he climb over the desk, or crawl underneath it?

He looked at me. “Mr. Ren Ishida?”

“Yes.”

“Please, have a seat.” He motioned to the two empty chairs in front of the desk. “I’m sorry for what happened to Miss Keiko Ishida. This must be a difficult time for you and your family.” He shifted the folders over to one side and handed me his business card. “I’m in charge of Miss Ishida’s case. You can call me Oda.”

I nodded and read the card: HIDETOSHI ODA, SENIOR DETECTIVE.

“Mr. Ishida, I need you to tell me as much information as you can.” He took out a tape recorder. “May we proceed?”

“Yes.”

The detective pressed the record button, looked at his watch, and began a well-rehearsed script. He gave the time, date, and location of the interview before introducing himself and me. I confirmed my identity, and he started with the official interview.

“Tell me about your sister,” he said. “Were you two close?”

“I suppose so. She called at least once a week,” I answered.

“When was the last time you spoke to her?”

“Last Monday.”

He turned his table calendar to face me. “That would have been the sixth of June?”

“Yes.”

“June 6, 1994,” he muttered into the tape recorder. “And what did you talk about?”

I stared at the blank wall behind him. “Nothing much, just the usual stuff.”

“Can you be more specific?”

I took a moment to recall our last conversation. What had we talked about? Yes, of course. We’d talked about my date.

“Did you go out with Nae this weekend?” my sister asked.

“Uh-huh,” I answered. “The obligatory Saturday night date.”

“Where did you go?”

“An Italian restaurant.”

“The fine dining kind?”

“I guess it counts as one.”

“Really?” she exclaimed. “I wasn’t aware you had such refined taste.”

“It was Nae’s idea, not mine. She learned about it from a fashion magazine.”

“Was it good?”

I snickered. “Far from it.”

“What happened?”

Where should I start? “Service was slow, the pasta was bland, and it was expensive. I should have known what to expect when taking restaurant recommendations from a fashion magazine.”

She laughed. “Are you sure your expectations weren’t too high?”

“Trust me,” I said, “it was bad.”

“And where did you go after that?”

I paused. “Nowhere.”

“What?” She raised her voice. “That was all?”

“Yes.” I echoed, “That was all.”

“Are you for real?”

“Is it me, or do you sound disappointed?”

“I am disappointed,” she said. “You’re so boring for someone so young.”

“Don’t talk like you’re an old woman. We’re only nine years apart. Anyway, what were you expecting?”

“People your age would usually go for a romantic walk after dinner. Or are you withholding the best part from me?”

“Sorry to disappoint you again, but she went straight home.”

I wasn’t lying, but that was only part of the story. Nae and I had had an argument during dinner. To be fair, I was already in a bad mood. The restaurant’s lackluster food and poor service made it worse. So when Nae kept pressing me with questions about my future plans—our future plans, according to her—I became agitated.

“You’re so desperate to get married,” I said. “Are you afraid you’re going to be the only one left on the shelf?”

I realized I’d gone too far when she stood and grabbed her bag. She hadn’t even touched her main course.

“Don’t expect me to talk to you again until you’ve apologized,” she said before storming out.

I sighed. Nae was stubborn. She would carry out her threat, but that was fine. I needed a break. Lately, all of our conversations were about marriage, even though I’d told her I wasn’t ready. A little distance could be a good thing.

I left the restaurant soon after she did. On my way to the train station, I saw a bar across the street. I went in and ordered a beer. A woman took the empty seat next to me. We started talking, and I ended up having more drinks than I intended to. She was attractive enough, though I believe the alcohol and dim lighting played a part. One thing led to another, and I found myself in the bed of her upscale studio apartment.

After we were done, she drifted off to sleep while I showered. The last train had gone, so I stayed for the night. She was still sound asleep when I woke up around four in the morning. Not wanting to get any more involved with her, I left quietly.

Of course, I didn’t share any of this with my sister. She would’ve asked about the woman, and I hardly remembered her face, let alone her name. We had talked for hours, but the memories had evaporated. The only thing I remembered was that she had a tiny mole at the nape of her neck.

“Ren, why so quiet?” my sister asked.

“I’m tired,” I lied.

She continued as if she hadn’t heard me. “But you like Italian food, don’t you? I remember you used to polish off the spaghetti Bolognese I would make.”

“I only like it if it’s done well.”

“I know a good Italian place. It’s not fancy like the one you went to—just a small, homey eatery run by an elderly couple. I’ll take you there when you come to Akakawa. It’s outside of town, but worth the trip.”

I smiled, sensing her excitement. “All right,” I said, and that was the last time we spoke.

“IS SOMETHING ON YOUR mind?” the detective asked.

I doubted my personal life had any bearing on my sister’s death. “We talked about my studies. Nothing important.”

“Did she mention anything that was troubling her? Work or relationship issues?”

I shook my head. “Not that I remember.”

“Do you know why she came to Akakawa? It’s more provincial than Tokyo, and she lived here all by herself.”

I hesitated before answering. “My parents don’t get along with each other. My sister couldn’t take it.”

He checked his file. “She left Tokyo right after graduation, when she was twenty-two. Is that correct?”

“Yes.”

“So she had been living here for eleven years.” He looked at me. “Why were you the only family member who attended her memorial service?”

I couldn’t bring myself to answer. He gazed directly at me, waiting for my reply, but I kept my mouth shut. I didn’t want to divulge too much about our family problems, which should be kept private and were irrelevant to my sister’s death. The detective sighed and scribbled something on his pad. The paper was full of notes in his illegible handwriting.

“Your sister, was she in a romantic relationship?”

“No.”

I was sure my sister hadn’t been in a relationship recently. Not because there was anything wrong with her—she had a sweet disposition, quite a slim frame, and the air of someone with a good upbringing. In short, Keiko Ishida was the type of woman the average salaryman wanted as his wife. During her high school and university years in Tokyo, a few decent guys had asked her out, but she turned them all down politely.

“There’s no point if I’m not in love with him,” she told me.

“Don’t be a hopeless romantic,” I said. “You’ll never be married at this rate.”

She laughed it off, but though she would never admit it, she knew there was a seed of truth in what I’d said.

“Are you sure?” the detective asked, interrupting my thoughts.

He took some photographs from his drawer and spread them across the table. One of them was of a beige handbag, which I recognized as my sister’s. The handbag was soaking wet and covered in blood. The fabric was torn, and there were deep scratches all over it. Looking at it, I should have felt sad, but I didn’t. I was numb.

I examined the rest of the photographs. Nothing unusual. Her wallet, a red scarf, keys with a dangling rabbit trinket, some medicine, a planner, and pens.

“Take a look at this.” The detective pointed at the medicine.

On closer inspection, it was a pack of birth control pills.

“And this.” He singled out the photograph of the scarf. “What does it resemble to you?”

“A scarf,” I answered, without giving the matter much thought.

“Forensics found one of her eyelashes on it. We also found deep marks on her wrists, as if they had been tied with a rope.”

I felt a lump in my throat. “So she was blindfolded and tied up when she was killed?”

“Our investigation suggests that it happened well before the murder. From her injuries, it appears she tried to block her attacker with her handbag.” He pursed his lips in thought for a moment. “I’m sorry to be insensitive, but it’s my job to look at this from every angle.”

I went silent, awaiting his next question.

“Is it possible that Miss Ishida was involved with some organization? Or a group engaging in . . . a certain sexual inclination?” He shifted his eyes awkwardly. “I only mean, she was attractive and, as you’ve mentioned, had no romantic ties.”

The idea was so absurd, I withheld a laugh. “I knew her well enough. She didn’t sleep around.”

He sighed, but didn’t press the subject any further. “She never mentioned anyone she liked?”

I struggled to recall anything of the sort from our years of weekly phone conversations.

“Maybe an ex-boyfriend?” he continued.

“There was a man,” I said. “Around four years ago. I’m not sure if he was her boyfriend, but she told me she was spending a lot of time with someone.”

The detective leaned forward and reached for his pen. “Tell me his name.”

“She didn’t say, but it was the only time she ever mentioned seeing a man. A few months later, they had a disagreement.”

“What kind of disagreement?”

“I have no idea.”

He tossed his pen back on the table. “What else do you know about this person?”

“He drives,” I said. “They went on a few trips out of town together.”

The detective scratched his chin. “Do you know where they went?”

“She never told me.”

“Anything else?”

I shifted uncomfortably in my seat. I knew so little about my sister’s friends, or the men she dated. She had never confided in me, but I’d never asked enough questions. Had I always been so uncaring?

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I wish I could be of more help.”

He turned off the tape recorder. “To be honest, it’s the same with everyone I’ve spoken to. Her supervisor, her colleagues, her landlord. No one knows anything about her personal life. She must have been very private.”

No, that wasn’t it. My sister cared too much about the people around her; she was always the one asking after others, never putting herself at the center of the conversation.

Or maybe he was right. Maybe she had been a private person, and it was I who’d had it wrong the whole time. I mean, I didn’t even understand why she’d been carrying birth control pills and a blindfold around in her handbag.

“We’ll do our best,” the detective said. “Call me if you think of anything that might help our investigation. Anything at all, just call me. Got it?”

I gave a vague nod. If this was their method of investigation, they would never solve the case.

“Do you have any questions for us?” he asked.

I had so many, I didn’t know where to start. I still couldn’t believe she was gone.

Three days earlier, I had received the call from the police. The next thing I knew, I was standing in front of her coffin. The undertaker had done a good job. She looked like she was sleeping.

“I would like to know what happened,” I told the detective.

He tilted his head forward. “Meaning the details surrounding her death?”

“Yes.”

“It’s more or less what was in the papers,” he said. “Miss Ishida was walking alone at night when she was assaulted with a sharp object. We found a bloodied knife at the crime scene, and her injuries are consistent with stab wounds. The DNA from the knife also matched hers.”

Could it be? I cleared my throat. “May I see the knife?”

“It’s a common kitchen knife.”

He took out another photograph from his drawer. The knife, as he had said, was ordinary. Not the one I had in mind.

“Did you find any fingerprints?”

“Only your sister’s.”

“Is it possible that the knife was hers? Perhaps she was carrying it for self-defense, and the attacker snatched it.”

He pursed his lips. “We can’t discount the possibility, but Akakawa is a safe town. We have some petty crimes, but nothing that would warrant a young lady carrying around a knife for self-defense.”

I kept quiet. If the town were so safe, then my sister would still be alive.

“Nothing was missing from her bag,” the detective said. “Her wallet and jewelry were untouched. It didn’t look like a case of robbery gone wrong. The attack was vicious.”

I remembered a sentence from one of the newspaper articles I’d read: Aside from her face, the victim was covered with severe stab wounds. But I hadn’t seen any of her injuries. As I stood next to the coffin, where she lay pale and composed, I wanted to shake her and shout, “Wake up, will you? What are you doing here?”

Keiko Ishida had always been so thoughtful and well liked. I didn’t think anyone could hate her enough to kill her in such a gruesome way. Or was I wrong about her? If I had made an effort to understand my sister, could I have changed her fate?

It was too late for these questions to matter. Keiko Ishida had fallen into an irreversible sleep. Even a tsunami couldn’t wake her from her eternal dream.
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How
to
Make
Curry
Rice

I woke up at half past eight. Disheveled and still in the same suit I’d worn to the police station, I took a few seconds to remember I wasn’t in Tokyo. Then the hunger hit. I would have preferred to sleep in and skip breakfast, but my body wouldn’t compromise.

Although the guests could help themselves to tea, coffee, and orange juice in the lobby, the Katsuragi Hotel didn’t serve breakfast. I’d seen only one other guest, a balding middle-aged man. Judging from his formal suit and beaten-up leather briefcase, he was probably on a business trip.

According to Honda, the hotel only used the first and second floors. The remaining three floors were empty.

“Don’t worry, it’s not haunted or anything,” he had said. “There would just be no point to the additional upkeep. Akakawa isn’t a tourist spot or business hub. No hot springs, beautiful parks, or green mountains. To be honest, I’m surprised a small operation like the Katsuragi Hotel has managed to last.”

I guessed it had to do with their low overhead. I’d only seen two staff members during my stay. One was a svelte middle-aged lady who worked the reception desk. She wore a different kimono every day. The patterns were always simple, which made her look elegant and refined. The other employee was the cleaner. Her trolley of detergents and toilet paper rolls was her constant companion, following her like the faithful dog Hachiko.

My stomach growled again. Left without a choice, I begrudgingly got up, put on a fresh set of clothes, and headed out.

ALTHOUGH IT WAS MORNING rush hour, not many cars were on the road. Most of the commuters rode bicycles. No wonder the air felt cleaner than in Tokyo.

I walked to the convenience store at the end of the block. A bell pinged as I opened the glass door. The shop was small, with items cramped against each other on the shelves. I grabbed a tuna sandwich from the refrigerated section and went to the cashier, picking up the morning newspaper, and, on a whim, a Guide to Akakawa booklet.

A group of high school students entered as I left the store. One of them knocked into me, then apologized with a flustered face as the rest of her friends giggled. These schoolgirls brought back memories of my sister when she was their age. In those days, she and I always had convenience store food. Our parents were hardly at home; they refused to deal with each other or their failing marriage.

“If they hate each other so much, they shouldn’t have gotten married in the first place,” I told my sister as I helped her sort the laundry.

“They used to get along better,” she said.

That must have been a long, long time ago, because I couldn’t recall it at all. “Then how did things turn out this way?”

My sister took a deep breath. “The first quarrel was because of the hair. After Mother had you, her hair started to fall out. One morning, Father casually mentioned that the loose hair was clogging the bathroom drain. Mother snapped and screamed at him. They shouted at each other, and Father walked off.”

“I don’t remember any of that.”

She loaded the light-colored laundry into the washing machine. “You wouldn’t. You were still a baby. You cried because of the yelling, but Mother wouldn’t pick you up, and I was too scared to approach her.”

“Did Mother become bald?”

She laughed and pressed the start button. “It wasn’t that bad.”

“What happened next?”

“I thought everything would be fine when Father returned home the next morning, but I was wrong,” she said. “His company was going through a difficult period, and it looked like he was going to lose his job. Things went downhill after that first argument. He would get angry at the tiniest things, like when the meat was slightly overcooked, or he found the smallest crease in his shirt.”

“So Father is to blame?”

“Not really, Mother played a part too. She was too emotional,” my sister said. “But I admit, I might be a little biased. I’m closer to Father. He’s always been nicer to me than Mother. Sometimes I feel like Mother picked on me unfairly. Am I being oversensitive?”

“Maybe.” I looked down. “So I’m the cause of their problems.”

She tilted her head. “What makes you say that?”

“You said their first argument was after she had given birth to me.”

“Don’t be silly, Ren. It’s not your fault.” She patted my head. “Don’t you ever think about it that way. You just happened to be born during a difficult time.”

“But Father has a good job now, so why are they still quarrelling?”

“Maybe they’ve become used to arguing. Both of them are so stubborn. If only they would learn to make peace with each other. Sometimes it’s all right to agree to disagree.”

“You should tell them.”

“Yes, I should.”

To be honest, even when I was only eight, I knew my sister would never dare to confront our parents. We kept our thoughts to ourselves. We hoped these problems would disappear on their own if we ignored them long enough, but that wasn’t the case.

Things got worse. Both of them avoided home. Father often returned past midnight, staggering in reeking of alcohol and sweat. Mother spent her time playing mahjong or singing karaoke at her friends’ places. On the rare occasions when both of them were home, they shouted at each other and threw things.

When that happened, I slipped into my sister’s room and we played board games. We pretended not to hear the loud noises. She remained silent, as did I.

MOTHER EVENTUALLY STOPPED COOKING, and we ended up eating takeaway food from the convenience store. She would leave money next to the TV console, and my sister was in charge of buying the meal. It couldn’t have been easy for her either, but one day I decided I’d had enough.

“I’m not eating,” I told her when she placed the two lunch boxes on the table.

“Not hungry?” she asked.

“Not for this. Seriously, who eats takeaway food every day?”

She forced a smile. “But today is the special eel set. Or if you want, you can have my chicken set instead.”

“I don’t want either of them.”

Her smile disappeared. “Ren, don’t be—”

“I said I’m not eating!” I shouted.

“Fine, suit yourself.” She opened my lunch box and snapped her wooden chopsticks apart. “Are you sure?”

I kept quiet and clenched my fists. She wouldn’t be able to talk me out of this. My sister took a bite of the eel before putting down her chopsticks. Her expression hardened. I flinched, thinking she was going to yell at me.

“You know what, I think you’re right. I’m sick of this too.” She smiled. “Let’s get ingredients. I’ll cook something.”

I thought I’d heard her incorrectly. “What did you say?”

“I said I’ll cook something,” she repeated. “Put on your shoes. We’re going to the supermarket.”

It was already dark when we left the house. When we reached the neighborhood market, a few of the shelves were almost empty, but it didn’t dampen our mood. That night was the most exciting trip to a supermarket I’ve ever experienced. I remember grinning as we walked through the vegetable section.

“What do you want for dinner?” my sister asked.

“Curry rice,” I answered. It was one of my favorite dishes.

“All right. I’ll cook the most delicious curry rice you’ve ever tasted in your life.”

Then it occurred to me that I’d never seen her cook. “Do you know how to make it?”

“Of course,” she said without hesitation, filling the basket with various ingredients.

The problems started when she tried to cook the rice. The first batch was still uncooked, the second one watery. I watched her struggle with the rice cooker for over an hour. It was so late I was no longer hungry.

“Do you know how to use the rice cooker?” I asked.

“Give me some time. The setting is different from the one I use in home economics,” she said. “I wonder where the instruction manual is.”

My sister checked the cabinets one by one but couldn’t find it. Looking at her, I felt bad for shouting earlier. I wanted to apologize, but she spoke first.

“I’m sorry, Ren. You must be starving.”

I lowered my head. Her words made me feel worse. I didn’t want to cry, but I couldn’t control it. I wiped my tears away, but they kept on coming.

“Don’t cry,” she said, “I will cook you something.”

Her voice was shaky. When I looked up, I realized her eyes were red and swollen.

“Stupid, you’re crying too,” I said.

She wiped her tears. “Shut up.”

A pain rose in my chest. I had never seen my sister cry before. She was always mature and composed. Averting my eyes, I went to the bathroom and washed my face.

When I returned, the rice was cooked, warm and fluffy. My sister was smiling and humming. I breathed a sigh of relief. She heated some oil in the pot to sauté the onions. Her movements were slow and clumsy. She wasn’t good at it, yet she kept telling me everything was under control in a cheerful voice. I sat on my chair and watched her back. She looked smaller than usual. By the time she finished cooking, it was already ten.

She placed the curry on the table. “Give it a try. Tell me what you think.”

I examined her masterpiece. It looked like mushy potato and carrot soup with floating meat chunks. She took a plate and scooped the rice onto it, then poured the curry on top. The food was still steaming, but I dug in my spoon and ate.

“How is it?” she asked, eyes gleaming.

I gave a thumbs-up. “Delicious.”

“Really?”

I nodded. Her satisfied smile was all I cared about. “How about you? Why aren’t you eating?”

“Later,” she said. “I want to watch you eat first. You look so happy.”

“It’s good, so of course I’m happy.” I took another big scoop. “Can you cook again next time?”

“No problem. Starting now, I’ll cook every single day. What else do you want to eat?”

“I’ll eat anything you cook if it’s as good as this.”

She blushed. I don’t remember how the food tasted, but I know it felt good.

My sister went out and bought a few cookbooks the next day. As time went by, she got better and better. Her dishes were simple, but they never failed to give me a warm feeling. I owed it to her for making the house feel like home.

For her twentieth birthday, I bought her a kitchen knife. A chef’s knife with a wooden handle and white bolster, the most expensive gift I’ve ever bought anyone. She used it every day and took it with her the day she left Tokyo.

WHEN THE DETECTIVE MENTIONED the knife, I thought about the one I had given my sister. It was probably still in her rented room. A few months ago she told me she had moved out of her previous apartment. She hadn’t given me her new address, but her workplace would have it. I should give them a call anyway, to see if there were any personal belongings to collect.

My watch showed nine-fifteen. Cram school wouldn’t be open so early.

I returned to the hotel and got myself a cup of coffee in the lobby. Settling into one of the chairs, I glanced at the cleaning lady. She ignored me when I took out the packed sandwich. Peeling the plastic seal off, I sank my teeth into the soft bread. The celery was cold and crunchy, the tuna filling oozing out the sides. Tasty. My coffee was still steaming by the time I’d guzzled the last crumbs, so I picked up a newspaper and skimmed the headlines.

Two masked men on a motorbike had stolen a purse, but the owner reported that the only thing inside was a bible. An article on road safety, and another one about the opening of a shopping mall. Nothing memorable. As the detective had said, Akakawa was a safe town. I couldn’t find anything about the murder. People moved on so quickly.

I put the newspaper back into its plastic bag and took out the guidebook. The first page had a pop-up city map full of colorful icons. I found a useful list of bus routes. Next were a few pages about the town’s highlights: temples, historical buildings, public parks, and shopping districts. The town had a total area of 252,136 square kilometers and was located on high ground. No wonder I felt chilly.

I had always wondered why my sister had chosen Akakawa, of all places. She had never been here before. I’d wanted to ask her, but it was never a good time somehow.

Flipping the pages, I saw a lot of education-related advertisements. A hostel for students, a few cram schools, a private music teacher, and two specialized English courses. She had probably seen the job opportunities and decided to try teaching.

I reached for my coffee again, but it was already cold. I threw it away and returned to my room to rest.

WHEN I CAME DOWN to the lobby at one o’clock, no one else was there. A desktop pay phone was perched at the edge of the counter. I inserted a coin into the slot and dialed my sister’s workplace. My palms began to sweat. Since my sister’s death, I’d avoided making phone calls; they reminded me of her, and I almost expected to hear her voice. Luckily, I didn’t have to wait long. A woman with a cheery voice answered after the first ring.

“Thank you for calling Yotsuba,” she said. “This is Abe speaking. How may I help you?”

“I’m Ren Ishida,” I said, “Keiko Ishida’s younger brother.”

A brief silence followed before she said, “I’m so sorry about what happened to Miss Ishida. Is there anything I can do for you?”

“May I come over to pick up her personal belongings? And do you happen to have her home address on file? I understand she had recently moved.”

“Please give me a moment.”

She must have covered the receiver with her hand, because I could hear muffled voices in the background. She was talking to another woman.

“Mr. Ishida?”

“Yes.”

“You can come tomorrow any time after one. We close at nine.”

“Thank you.”

I put down the phone and saw the kimono lady behind the counter. Had she heard me talking on the phone? The murder case would have been all over the local news last week.

The woman bowed to me. “Good afternoon.”

If she had heard my conversation, she was very professional about it. I couldn’t detect the tiniest shift in her serious expression, which matched the somber tone of her kimono. I relaxed, comforted by her apparent lack of interest.

“Erm.”

I made the noise out loud without realizing, and now she was looking at me.

“I was wondering if you were familiar with the recent murder case. The victim was someone I knew,” I said.

“So you’re here for the funeral.”

I nodded.

“Please, wait a minute.” She disappeared into her back office and returned with a newspaper from a few days prior. “Here, you can keep it.”

“Thank you.” I took the newspaper. The murder article splashed across the whole front page. I put it under my arm while trying to maintain my composure. “My apologies, you are . . . ?”

The kimono lady smiled. “I’m Natsumi Katsuragi. Let me know if there’s anything else you need.”

I thanked her again and headed out for lunch at the nearby café. On my way back, I dropped by the convenience store and stocked up on instant noodles.

Thunder rolled across the ashen gray sky as I left the store. I hurried back and reached the hotel just before it began pouring. The tension and miserable weather had exhausted me. I returned to my room for a nap. Six hours later, hunger woke me again. Filling one of the ramen cups with hot water from the bathroom, I waited for the noodles to soften.

The rain was still heavy when I dragged the curtains open. If it carried on like this, I would never get anything done. Tomorrow, I decided, regardless of the weather, I’d head out to the place where my sister had died. I never gave a thought to what might be waiting.
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Gray clouds loomed in the sky, blocking the rising sun. The dark asphalt road glistened in the aftermath of yesterday’s downpour. I opened the guidebook and studied the map of Akakawa before slipping it inside my parka.

A well-dressed lady in front of me teetered in her high heels. The pavement was narrow so I had to match her pace. I looked around at the row of still-closed shops. Nothing seemed familiar. Then again, I’d only visited the town once for a few hours, and that was seven years ago.

On a windy day in April, my sister had picked me up at the train station. We went for a short walk before settling at a nearby café. I’d told my mother I was going to a friend’s house to study, so I could only stay for a few hours.

While we waited for our order to come, my sister asked about my studies. Mostly, I gave one-word answers. School was nothing more than a routine.

Then she asked, “So, do you have a girlfriend yet?”

“I do,” I answered. Just like most seventeen-year-olds.

She looked surprised. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I’m telling you now, aren’t I?”

I didn’t bother mentioning that I’d already dated several girls, even before she’d left Tokyo. I wasn’t trying to hide it. She had never asked, and I didn’t see the need to bring it up.

“What does she look like?” my sister asked.

I shrugged. “She’s okay.”

“Promise me you’ll introduce her to me soon.”

“All right.”

I never fulfilled this promise. In the end, I broke up with that girl before my sister had the chance to meet her, and it was the same with all the other girls until Nae.

Nae was different. I told my sister about her before she asked. I had wanted them to meet. But now, my sister was gone, and I was in a bad situation with Nae. I hadn’t spoken to her since the Italian restaurant incident. My sister’s death had made our argument seem distant, unimportant. I didn’t feel like talking to Nae, or anyone. I wanted to be left alone, all by myself, in this unfamiliar town.

I WENT TO A flower shop—just a short walk from the Katsuragi Hotel—and asked the florist for lavender, my sister’s favorite flower.

“I’m sorry, but we don’t have that,” she said. “May I know the occasion? Or perhaps who the flowers are for?”

I hesitated before answering. “They’re for a woman.”

Her face brightened. “A special lady? Let me see.” She picked up a bunch of tiny white flowers. “How about baby’s breath? They symbolize everlasting love.”

I smiled. “Okay, I’ll get those.”

The florist arranged them into a bouquet and tied that with a satin ribbon.

Walking out of the shop, I felt a nip in the air. I could hear thunder in the distance. How could I forget it was already June? The six-week rainy season had started. I thrust my hands into my pockets and quickened my pace.

I walked for another fifteen minutes before reaching a wide, gradually declining slope. On one side of it was a deep valley, and on the other lush greenery. Perhaps it was because I was early, but not a single vehicle passed by. From where I stood, it looked as if the path went on forever, but having seen the map, I knew the road would bend left toward the end and merge with the highway.

The police had put up a sign calling for witnesses in the exact spot where my sister had died. Realistically, what were the odds? If anyone had seen the murder, they would have gone to the police long ago, unless they didn’t want to get involved. If that were the case, they would never come forward, no matter what the sign said.

Life was such a mystery to me. Who would have guessed that my sister, of all people, would have gone so early, and so tragically? Though I hadn’t seen her in seven years, she was still the person closest to me. No one could ever take her place. My life would never be the same again.

I crouched and placed the bouquet on the ground. A white trail of smoke rose up from behind the sign. What was that? I leaned forward to take a closer look. On the damp soil lay a Seven Stars cigarette.

MY SISTER USED TO love a man who smoked Seven Stars, though I wouldn’t have known he was a smoker if it hadn’t been for her.

Mr. Tsuda was my homeroom teacher in the third grade. He was the youngest teacher in school, and one of the few who used tricks to make the lessons fun. It was no surprise he was popular. My sister first met him when she went to my school to collect my report card.

“Ren, you did a great job,” she said on the way home. She always said that, regardless of the marks I got.

“Thanks for coming,” I said.

“Don’t mention it.” She ruffled my hair. “It’s what all big sisters do.”

I brushed her off. “Stop that.” I knew she was lying. I hated my parents for making her do their duty, but I didn’t want to trouble my sister, so I said nothing.

“Your teacher seems understanding,” she said. “He didn’t ask any unnecessary questions when he saw me.”

“Yeah, he’s not bad.”

“Mr. Tsuda looks too young to be a teacher. Do you know how old he is?”

“He’s thirty-three.”

“You know, he’s exactly my type. Tall, nice, with a friendly smile.”

I stopped walking. “Don’t tell me you like him.”

“Come on, you said he’s not bad.”

“He’s too old.”

She shrugged. “Age is just a number.”

“And he’s getting married soon.”

“Is that so?” She sighed, though she didn’t look too disappointed. “Too bad, but I guess it would be surprising for someone like him not to have a girlfriend.”

“It’s not like he would like you. To him, you’re just a kid.”

She nudged me. “Don’t be rude.”

I glared at her, but I didn’t give much thought to the conversation afterward.

When a classmate told me he had seen my sister with Mr. Tsuda, I dismissed him. “You must have mistaken someone else for her,” I said. Soon, several of my schoolmates told me they had seen them together. But still, I thought there was no way she would ever go out with him. By then, Mr. Tsuda was married. My sister wasn’t the type to play around. It had to be a misunderstanding.

ONE DAY, I SAW Mr. Tsuda and my sister together in a café in Koenji. They were laughing and smiling, not realizing I stood right across the street.

I didn’t know my sister drank coffee. And Mr. Tsuda looked different. Instead of his usual formal clothes, he was in a T-shirt and jeans. But most disturbing of all was the look on my sister’s face. I’d never seen her so happy. She was different from her usual self, and I didn’t like it.

Years later, I recognized this as the look of someone in love. But at the time, I didn’t know any better. Standing wide-eyed in the middle of the street, I felt like an invisible hand was stirring and knotting my gut. I couldn’t confront them. My feet were heavy. I went back home as if I’d never seen them, but the memory constantly returned.

Whenever I saw Mr. Tsuda at school, the scene would replay itself in my mind and the awful feeling would return. I tried not to think about it, but it was no use. I figured I might as well bring it up.

“Do you still like Mr. Tsuda?” I asked my sister.

We were having beef spaghetti for lunch, just the two of us. It seemed like the right time. Funny how I still remember what we ate that day after all these years.

Her expression didn’t change. “Why do you ask?”

“You told me he was your type.”

“He is my type. Don’t you think we would make a good couple?”

I was quiet, but she continued to look at me, awaiting a response. She was challenging me.

“He’s old.” I twisted the spaghetti around my fork. “It’d look like you were dating your father.”

“Don’t be silly. For that to happen, he’d have to have become a father at sixteen.”

“You just admitted he’s almost twice your age.”

“It’s not such a great difference when you’re older,” she insisted. “Like a fifty-three-year-old woman and a sixty-nine-year-old man.”

I couldn’t believe she’d said that. “But you’re seventeen, and he’s thirty-three. It’s disgusting.”

She stared at me.

“And he’s married,” I added.

My sister stood abruptly and left. I shrugged and continued eating. In my mind, I’d stopped her from sinking deeper into a problematic relationship. Some things are not meant to be.

The next day, she acted as if we never had the conversation. She said nothing, and I said nothing. Neither of us brought it up again. Everything was good, or so I thought, until a few weeks later when she cooked an extra portion during lunch.

“I can’t join you for dinner tonight,” she said. “I’ve made curry rice. Can you heat it up yourself?”

I nodded. “I’ll manage.”

It was unusual for her not to have dinner with me, but it didn’t occur to me to ask where she was planning to go. I should have guessed something was amiss.

Around six o’clock, I reheated the food my sister had cooked. My plate looked small on the table, and the curry rice didn’t taste as good as usual. I scraped half of it into the garbage bin before starting my homework. Spreading my books over the whole table, I tried to fill up the empty spaces. I studied until I could no longer stay awake. She still wasn’t home when I went to bed.

A NOISE WOKE ME up in the middle of the night.

I got up and traced it to the kitchen. The lights were off and the curtains were shut, but my eyes slowly adjusted to the darkness. My sister was sitting on the floor. I ran to her.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“Nothing’s wrong,” she whispered. “I’m fine, Ren. Go back to sleep.”

Even in the dark, I could see glistening streaks on her face. “Why are you crying?”

“I’m not.” She wiped her face with her wrists. “I’m not crying.”

“What happened?”

“Nothing.”

I clenched my fists. “It’s him, isn’t it?”

She didn’t answer, but continued crying. I returned to my room and got dressed. I was on my way out when my sister grabbed my arm.

“Where are you going?” she asked.

“I’m going to find Mr. Tsuda,” I said. “I’ll make him apologize.”

She looked down.
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