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            Walk Not at Night

         

         THE HUNCHBACKED ARTIST

         “I just don’t know what to do. I mean, she’s out of her mind. Completely insane. Yes, she’s always been a little unpredictable, but this goes way beyond mere whimsy—and it scares me. Listen, Torata, whatever you might think, deep down I’m a level-headed person. Your average, common-sense sort of man. Sure, I might play the bad guy sometimes, talk or act a little rough, but chalk that up to vanity—an attempt to camouflage my timid nature, so no one sees me for who I really am. You know how, with fish and insects and things, it’s always the weakest species who go out of their way to look intimidating? Well, it’s the same with me. I’m serious! However tough I might act, however bold my bluster, at heart I’m the conscientious type. Remember when you told me I loved playing the villain? Well, you were right. It’s a sort of hobby of mine, not my true nature. Which is why, however reckless I might appear, I always know where to draw the line. Whenever I’m about to blunder over one of society’s moral boundaries, I’ve got the sense to draw back. Whereas this woman… well, she really doesn’t. The very concept of 10morality means nothing to her. Hopeless, it is… Hey, say something, would you?”

         “How can I, when I’ve no idea what you’re talking about?”

         “Really? No idea at all? I’ve been chewing your ear off all this time and you still haven’t figured it out? Where’s that sharp intuition you’re always boasting about?”

         At this I had to chuckle. Then, lighting a hand-rolled cigarette, I took a long drag and studied the drink-ravaged face of Naoki Sengoku. Normally, in situations like this, the calmer and more composed I acted, the more flustered and impatient my companion would become—and yet this time, Naoki was simply sitting there, waiting for me to say something. Well, well: it looked like he really was serious…

         “Listen,” I replied eventually, “however perceptive I might be—and I’m not claiming I am, you understand—no matter how sharp my intuition, what could I possibly infer from your rambling? There’s no more foolish pastime than hunting for meaning in the ravings of a drunk.”

         “Me, a drunk?” He laughed. “Actually, maybe you have a point. Look how quickly I’m getting through this stuff.”

         Naoki sloshed some more of the Suntory whisky he’d brought with him into his glass, then knocked it back. His hands were already shaking so much from the drink that roughly half of it spilled onto the desk. It was wasteful, really—not least because the whisky had been a gift for me, even if he’d ended up drinking nearly all of it himself. In any case, it was clear that he was unusually rattled about something.

         “But you’ve got the gist, haven’t you?” he went on. “The basic thrust?”

         11“Can’t say it’s beyond me, no. You’re talking about Yachiyo, aren’t you?”

         Naoki fixed his bleary eyes on me. They were streaked with a mesh-like pattern of red veins, to which the whisky had added a quartz-like shimmer.

         Yet beneath that sheen I sensed an unsettling, feverish intensity. It struck me that perhaps he wasn’t really drunk at all. All of a sudden, I felt oddly wary of him. Naoki must have noticed the shift in my mood, because he abruptly averted his gaze.

         “That’s right,” he muttered, pouring himself another whisky. “It’s about Yachiyo. She’s planning on getting married.”

         “I see. How old did you say she was?”

         “Twenty-three. Wait, no, twenty-four this year.”

         “That’s a perfectly normal age to get married. In fact, wouldn’t it be odd if she weren’t considering it?”

         “Oh, sure. You’re not wrong. The thing is, it all depends on the man, wouldn’t you say?”

         “In other words, you disapprove of her choice of fiancé.”

         Naoki nodded grimly.

         “Well, what’s he like? Actually, spare me the details. It’s none of my business.”

         “But that’s precisely why I dropped by—to tell you about all this. So do me a favour and listen, would you? I mean, I plan on telling you whether you like it or not.”

         “Look, Naoki. I don’t know the first thing about this Yachiyo. Yes, you’re always mentioning her, but I’ve never met the woman. Never even laid eyes on her, in fact. I know you showed me a photo once, and I’ll admit she was quite beautiful, but other than that she’s a complete enigma to me. So why are you so keen to discuss her marriage prospects with me?”

         12“Why—because I trust you, of course!”

         “Oh, come off it.”

         “I’m serious, Torata. I’ve been dying to ask someone what they make of all this, but the problem is I don’t have much faith in my fellow humans. With the exception, that is, of Torata Yashiro. That’s right. I trust you. And you know it, don’t you? See, when I tell you something, I can rest safe in the knowledge that you won’t go blabbing about it to anyone else without my permission.”

         “Well, isn’t that something… Naoki, I’m happy to have earned your trust, I really am—but does that mean you’re asking me to keep a secret?”

         “Absolutely. I should make that clear at the outset.”

         “Then count me out. I don’t mind losing your trust if it means avoiding the ordeal of listening to whatever it is you’re about to tell me.”

         Naoki chuckled. “Nice try. Anyway, you can protest all you like, but on the inside I know you’re mighty curious. Yes, there’s no use pretending. Oh, and there’s another reason for me telling you all this—but that can wait. For now, my dear Torata, it’s time for you to listen up.”

         Naoki had an obsessive streak that was only reinforced by his excitable personality. Once he got an idea into his head, it would absorb him completely. At times like that, he became truly overbearing, ploughing ahead without a thought for other people’s feelings. Being the timid sort, I tended to go along with him. Then, later, I’d regret doing so and grow bitter about the whole incident—only to end up repeating the whole process the next time he fell into one of these domineering moods.

         13Now, too, he paid no attention whatsoever to the obvious irritation on my face as he launched into his tirade.

         “It’s about this fiancé…” he began, before suddenly pausing, as if he’d changed his mind. “Actually, before we get to that, let me ask you this. Are you familiar with the incident that took place at Cabaret Hana last year? You know—that hunchbacked artist who got himself shot.”

         I glanced at Naoki in surprise—and not just because of the unexpected direction in which our conversation had lurched. The incident in question had been so bizarre that even now, some six months after it had occurred, the memory of it continued to haunt a certain corner of my brain.

         Allow me to explain.

         Hana was one of the countless cabarets that sprouted up, like so many mushrooms after the rain, following the end of the war. It was located on a Ginza backstreet. Struggling novelist that I am, I’ve never possessed the financial means to find out what goes on in such places, but Naoki had informed me that this particular venue was even more luxurious than most of its kind.

         “See, cabarets come in all shapes and sizes,” he’d once told me. “A lot of them are the sort of shabby dives that used to call themselves ‘cafés’, and worse besides—but Hana is in a league of its own. It’s in a prime spot, tucked just off the main Owaricho drag on the ground floor of a bombed-out building that was repurposed after the war. The owner only got away with it because they were so quick off the mark—these days, with all the new planning restrictions, there’s no way you could pull off something like that. It’s cavernous, and the decor is first-class. You’d hardly think you were in a country that just lost a war. Though maybe it was that sort of attitude that cost 14us the war in the first place…” He chuckled. “Anyway, never mind that. You know I’m not one for moralizing or brooding on things. What I’m saying is, it has to be one of the best spots in Tokyo. The band is fantastic, for starters, as are the stage performers. The flip side is that it’s expensive—one of the biggest rip-offs in town, in fact. Maybe that’s for the best. The only people who can afford to frequent a place like that are black-market dealers and brokers. It’s certainly no place for a gentleman like you.”

         Naoki, on the other hand, seemed to be one of the club’s regulars.

         Now, one day last October—the third, I later confirmed after digging out a newspaper from the period—a certain woman arrived at this cabaret. She appeared to be around twenty years old and was, by unanimous agreement of all those present, rather beautiful. Her outfit was also remarkable: the sort of get-up that only someone from the upper echelons of the post-war nouveau riche could afford—or so the other women present at the cabaret, brimming with envy, were reported to have concluded.

         This was where things became puzzling. The woman had captured the attention of everyone at the cabaret—and yet later, when she became the topic of a news story, not a single person was able to provide a conclusive description of her clothing. Some claimed she wore a black fur coat, while others insisted the garment in question had been a dazzling pink. This confusion extended to each item of her outfit, with contradiction at every turn.

         It wasn’t just her clothing, either. While it was generally agreed that she had exceptionally beautiful features, the 15precise nature of that beauty was the subject of further disagreement. Some claimed she had one of those full-cheeked faces that are so popular these days, while others asserted that she had the oval-shaped visage associated with more classically Japanese notions of beauty. Opinions were also divided when it came to her make-up: one witness might describe it as garish and overdone, while another would swear it was the epitome of subtle refinement. In the end, these varied testimonies only served to confirm the utter unreliability of human observation. Not one of them offered a concrete clue as to the woman’s identity.

         What’s more, the woman had been accompanied by three young men, all of whom were questioned rigorously by the police after the incident—and yet these accounts, too, turned out to be frustratingly ambiguous. Granted, they were students, and quite drunk at the time, so perhaps it isn’t surprising that they lacked the inclination, or clarity of mind, to pay much heed to specific details of the woman’s clothing or make-up.

         Their testimony was as follows.

         “We were at a bar called Tulip on a Ginza backstreet when she walked in. She was drinking alone at first, but before long, without any of us inviting her over, she’d joined us. What’s that? Oh, you bet she can handle her drink. Kept knocking back whiskies like they were water. Soon enough we were all pretty merry, and that was when she announced that she wanted us to take her somewhere a bit more lively. So we decided we’d head to Hana, and all piled out of the bar. That’s right, she paid. No, not just the bill we’d run up since she joined us—our entire tab for the night. It was like she had a bottomless purse.”

         16At this point, the officer questioning them was determined to get something straight. Who had suggested going to Hana: the students, or the woman? On this point, the students were unanimous.

         “We did. She mentioned the idea of heading somewhere more lively, but we were the ones who suggested Hana. She didn’t seem to have heard of it before—in fact, she didn’t even know what it was. When we explained it was a cabaret, she said she’d been to dance halls before, but never a cabaret, and asked us to take her. So no, I really don’t think she was planning on going to Hana from the outset.”

         It was around eight o’clock when the four arrived at the cabaret. The woman, already quite tipsy, went on quaffing her drinks, so that by the time the incident occurred she appeared to be thoroughly inebriated.

         Eventually, Koichi Hachiya, the hunchbacked artist, made his arrival. The two friends who were with him that evening both asserted that he, too, had been drinking heavily, though not so much as to lose his restraint. Other than his physical deformity, there was little about his appearance that might instil particular aversion in others. In fact, despite his hunchback, Hachiya was rather handsome. He also dressed well, usually favouring a crisp white shirt and black tie. His trousers were always neatly creased, and his shoes gleamed with polish. In short, not only was he quite wealthy, he also possessed a refined sense of style.

         However, the moment Hachiya and his two friends walked through the cabaret’s entrance, merrily laughing and chatting away, the woman’s expression changed—or so the three students later claimed to remember. At any rate, the mere 17sight of him seemed to give her an enormous shock. Her eyes widened as if she had suddenly sobered up, and her lips began quivering uncontrollably. She got abruptly to her feet and, swaying slightly, tottered over towards him.

         “You!” she shouted. “So, you’re finally here. You monster!”

         An instant later, she fired a gun from within her handbag, and Hachiya crumpled weakly to the cabaret floor.

         THE FURUGAMI FAMILY

         Reader, allow me to issue a warning at this point. The tale I am about to recount is that of a series of murders so ghastly they defy comprehension. Perhaps, in this day and age, you will laugh at such a claim—but these bizarre and fiendish crimes are steeped in an atmosphere so nightmarish they resemble something from a macabre old picture book. You may even detect the musty scent of an ancient hereditary curse.

         This being the case, it should come as no surprise that the origins of these events were as distant and deep as they were complex. Hatred, avarice, immorality, suspicion, jealousy: these murkiest aspects of human nature had, for so many years, been tangled in a stubborn embrace, each remaining in precarious balance with the others. When that balance could no longer hold, the eruption took the form of the events I am about to describe. To trace the murders to their ultimate source would require a careful journey into that dark and convoluted past, but their more immediate catalyst was, without a doubt, the shooting of the hunchbacked artist at the Cabaret Hana. It is no exaggeration, then, to state that this seemingly minor 18incident, whose mysterious nature caused something of a stir at the time, in fact marked the beginning of the Furugami murder case.

         “Ah,” I replied to Naoki, “that incident. Yes, I’m quite familiar with it. Hachiya and I are hardly close, but we’re not complete strangers either. In fact I ran into him in Ginza that very night. I realized later that it must have been shortly before he went to Hana.”

         “That’s one of the reasons I wanted to talk to you. I thought you might be able to offer a little insight into this Hachiya.”

         “Oh, I wouldn’t get your hopes up. I really don’t know much about him. By the way, the woman who shot him—she made a run for it afterwards, didn’t she?”

         “Yes, and they’ve been unable to find her ever since. It’s like she vanished.”

         Naoki said these words in such a subdued tone that a certain thought struck me, and I glanced up at him.

         Hachiya’s assailant had turned on her heels and dashed off into the night. It had all been so sudden that even the artist’s friends, who had been standing right by him, failed to immediately register what had happened. Hardly surprising, then, that nobody else had the presence of mind to try to stop her—with the result that, even now, the woman’s identity remained a mystery.

         Her three companions had met her for the first time at the Tulip and, caught up in their revelry, never thought to ask her name. The staff at that bar had no idea who she was either, and didn’t recall ever seeing her there before. Similarly, nobody who happened to be at Hana that evening had recognized her.

         19The strangest aspect of the incident was this: that even Koichi Hachiya, the man she shot, swore he had no idea who she was. The woman must have aimed low, because the bullet had simply passed through his thigh—a non-life-threatening injury. Hachiya had likened the entire affair to a bizarre hallucination.

         Here is what I knew about Koichi Hachiya at the time. He was a rising star of the art world who had established his reputation as a painter after the war. He styled himself a modernist, claiming that merely replicating one’s subject, no matter how skilfully, amounted to nothing more than an imitation of nature. Just as a novel must contain ideas, so must a painting. A novel devoid of thought was mere entertainment, and a painting bereft of ideas no better than caricature. Some might claim not to understand his art, but in his view such people were simply revealing their own vacuity.

         In short, Hachiya was a very conceited man. To be perfectly honest, looking at his paintings, I too was unable to help “revealing my own vacuity”. Rendered in a style that you might, if you were feeling generous, call early Symbolist, and teeming with bizarre details, they left me entirely in the dark as to what the artist was actually trying to convey. They featured motifs such as women cradling skulls, or snakes coiled around beautiful youths, to which Hachiya would assign grandiose titles like The Suffering of Life or The Mystery of Woman. Maybe that was his idea of profundity, but to me it seemed more like the pretentious affectation of a talentless poser. This said, there were plenty of people out there who felt an odd reverence for things they didn’t understand—a sentiment which Hachiya seemed to be exploiting marvellously for commercial gain.

         20Hunchback aside, his body was well proportioned. I once saw him get into a scuffle with someone on the street and was startled—indeed a little unsettled—by his impressive physical strength. He had quite a striking face, too—in fact, it could even be described as ruggedly handsome. Though his features lacked the delicacy one might expect of an artist, he exuded a sort of swaggering confidence. In an act of cosmic mischief, the gods had seen fit to combine these handsome facial features with a body marred by deformity, creating the perfect recipe for trouble. As it turned out, Hachiya was a notorious womanizer. Had he simply been a hunchback, he would hardly have attracted so many members of the opposite sex; and had he only possessed his well-formed facial features, without his physical defects it seems unlikely they would have found him so compelling. Contradictions of this nature are often the key to a person’s charm—and in Hachiya’s case, it was a combination women seemed to find irresistible.

         He had a domineering personality, one that was rumoured to border, in some cases, on a sort of sexual sadism, though of course I’d never been able to confirm this. In any case, he was wayward enough in nature that at first the police refused to believe him, insisting instead that the woman must have been a former romantic acquaintance with a grudge against him. But it really seemed he didn’t know the woman at all—in fact, he claimed never to have met or even set eyes on her before. In the end, the police concluded that the incident had been a case of mistaken identity on the part of the woman, or else the result of an alcohol-fuelled bout of insanity. And so, for now at least, the case had been closed.

         21“A month in hospital and Hachiya made a full recovery,” I said. “But what exactly does any of this have to do with what you were telling me earlier?”

         Naoki smiled wickedly. “Well, that’s just it. The person Yachiyo says she wants to marry is none other than Koichi Hachiya.”

         I stared at him in shock. “Wait… You’re not suggesting that the woman who shot Hachiya was…”

         “Exactly—Yachiyo. I only found out about it myself recently. I mean, I read about the shooting at Hana in the papers, but I hardly paid it much heed. Why should I care if some sorry excuse for a painter gets himself shot or killed? But when Yachiyo suddenly announced that she wanted to marry Hachiya, I couldn’t help but wonder. I pressed her on the subject, and what do you know? My hunch turned out to be correct. The mysterious woman that night was none other than her.”

         Naoki chose this moment to unleash a peal of wild laughter. I stared at him in confusion. This was all getting a little unpleasant.

         “What’s so funny?” I asked. “She knew him before that evening, then?”

         Naoki cackled again. “That’s the strangest part—she didn’t! The whole story is absurd, I know. But it scares me, too. Torata, I’m not laughing because it’s funny. I’m laughing because it terrifies me. Sends a chill right down my spine. Until that evening, Yachiyo had never even heard of Hachiya. It wasn’t just that they’d never met: she was completely unaware the peculiar man even existed.”

         “But then why—”

         22“Well, this is what I wanted to tell you, Torata. We have to go a long way back to get to the bottom of this. We’re talking about a sort of… hereditary curse. Listen, you know all about the Furugami family, don’t you?”

         “Only what you’ve occasionally deigned to tell me. I know, I know. Not very proper of me to be so clueless about the feudal lords who once ruled over my family.”

         “Oh, come off it. Well, you’re at least aware that they’ve had hunchbacks in the family for generations. Even Yachiyo’s older brother Morie is afflicted by the condition.”

         I gave Naoki a puzzled look. I wasn’t sure what this could have to do with the shooting, though he was right: even as a child, I’d known that the Furugami family was plagued by a hereditary form of rickets that caused them to develop hunched backs.

         I came from a family of farmers in a small mountain village on the border between Okayama and Tottori Prefectures. Back in the Edo Period, the area had been governed by the Furugami family. Their estate was valued at a measly 10,500 koku—barely enough for them to qualify as feudal lords—but when the Meiji Restoration came around they were still included in the newly established peerage and, until recently, held the title of viscount. The Furugami family had been known for its high prevalence of rickets—as, in fact, had the entire area they once governed, indicating that it was perhaps less a hereditary disease and more one endemic to the former domain. Even today the area is quite inaccessible; back in the Edo Period, transportation would have been even more difficult. It may well have been the lack of access to seafood products, and therefore iodine, that caused these skeletal abnormalities.

         23“Well, yes, I’ve heard that much. Though I thought rickets had been largely eradicated from the area. You’re saying it still persists in the esteemed lord’s family?”

         “Oh yes. It’s alive and kicking among the Furugamis, that’s for sure. The classic hunchback type, too. Very similar to Hachiya in that regard.”

         “But what’s the connection with Yachiyo?”

         “Well, hold on—that’s exactly what I’m about to tell you. Now, don’t laugh. You might find it hard to believe that a modern age such as our own, when democracy seems to be the only word on anyone’s lips, might still have room for an old-fashioned saga of fate and prophecy. Well, just remember that there are pockets of our now-enlightened nation in which a tale like you’d find in the well-worn pages of some Edo-era storybook can still play out, and listen, would you?”

         As Naoki went on to explain, Yachiyo, daughter of the deceased Viscount Oribe Furugami, was nine years younger than her brother Morie—though, having been born to a mistress, she was really his half-sister. However, Morie’s mother had died young, and, not long after giving birth to Yachiyo, the mistress in question had become Oribe’s lawful wife. She was known as Lady Oryu, and, with Oribe dead, was the nominal head of the Furugami family.

         When Yachiyo was born, the viscount had been thrilled and anxious in equal measure. After all, her half-brother Morie had seemed healthy at birth, before beginning to exhibit signs of rickets at the age of seven. Fearing for Yachiyo’s own prospects, Oribe had summoned a soothsayer he had long trusted, asking her to divine his daughter’s future.

         24“Do not worry,” she had told him. “This young woman will never succumb to the disease. She will grow up strong, healthy and beautiful.” If only she had stopped there… But the wizened old soothsayer had deemed it necessary to add: “Instead, the lady will marry a hunchback. This is unfortunate, but it is the will of the gods. There is nothing we humans can do to prevent it.”

         “If the old hag were alive today, I’d wring her neck,” said Naoki, an unsettling smile spreading across his pale face. “Anyway, it was already obvious Yachiyo would never be a hunchback,” he continued. “I mean, just look at her face. She’s clearly not even Oribe’s child.”

         I cast a sharp glance at Naoki. “Then… whose child is she?”

         “My father’s.” He chuckled. “Wonderful, isn’t it? See, the Furugamis have been marrying within the family for generations, which is why they keep producing idiots. So my father stepped in as a sort of stud horse. You know, to improve the bloodline.”

         Naoki delivered these words so casually that their spitefulness struck me with even greater force.

         I had heard that his father, Tetsunoshin Sengoku, was an extraordinarily shrewd and capable man. According to Naoki, who delighted in exposing unsavoury truths, the relationship between Tetsunoshin and Lady Oryu had long since transcended that of a servant and the woman he serves. After Oribe’s death, it was Tetsunoshin who, in all but name, had become the head of the Furugami household.

         “But…” I began, remembering something Naoki had once told me. “Didn’t you say your father wanted you and Yachiyo to marry?”

         25“He certainly does,” Naoki replied nonchalantly.

         “But wouldn’t that mean—”

         “Torata, my father isn’t the type to worry about a detail like that. Money and power, that’s all he cares about. He isn’t going to let the mere fact that we’re his son and daughter get in the way of his ambition. It’s like I told you: there are still primitive corners of this flourishing democracy where all sorts of things can happen…”

         I wasn’t sure I could take Naoki’s words at face value. It was certainly possible that Yachiyo wasn’t Oribe’s child, but somehow I doubted she was Tetsunoshin’s daughter either.

         Though they traditionally served as retainers to the Furugami family, the Sengoku family itself had a history of producing extraordinary individuals. Several generations ago, during the late Edo Period, a peasant uprising had occurred on the Furugami domain. Four representatives of the rebels attempted to travel to Edo to file a direct petition with the shogun—a grave offence under the laws of the time. They were promptly handed over to the Furugami family and executed, presumably by beheading. In my hometown, they were still venerated as martyrs, with a shrine dedicated to the “Four Heroes” and a grand festival held every year on the anniversary of their deaths.

         In the wake of the unrest, the Furugami family was deemed to have handled the situation poorly, and seemed certain to face severe punishment—at best, removal of their status as lords and, at worst, confiscation of their lands. However, one of Naoki’s ancestors, then the retainer to the Furugami family, had assumed full responsibility for the incident and committed seppuku, thereby sparing the Furugami household 26from ruin. This dramatic episode, akin to something out of a historical novel, became a celebrated chapter in the Sengoku family history. The head of the Furugami family was said to have declared, through tears of gratitude: “The Sengoku family shall never again be considered mere retainers, but revered forever as our benefactors”—an edict that had been passed down through the generations.

         A similar situation had developed not long afterwards, during the Meiji Restoration. The heads of the Furugami family were notorious for their naivety and indecisiveness—Oribe was the most recent case in point—and the patriarch at the time had been no exception, being utterly clueless when it came to navigating the upheavals of those tumultuous years. Instead, it had been Naoki’s great-grandfather who had steered the family safely through the crisis. This ancestor, apparently well versed in economics, not only guided the Furugami household through the turbulent era unscathed but also laid the foundations for its prosperity in the coming age. Through his efforts the family, despite the modest size of its original fief, became one of the wealthiest and most prominent among the aristocracy. Then, during the severe depression of the 1920s, when many noble families faced financial ruin, the Furugamis weathered the economic headwinds only through the capable stewardship of Naoki’s father, Tetsunoshin. As a result, even as the Sengoku family transitioned into the modern era, its influence over its supposed masters continued to grow.

         “Anyway, Oribe was so inept at managing his life and responsibilities that even while he was alive, the Furugami family was already putty in my father’s hands. It’s a tale as 27old as time: one household slowly falling under the sway of another. You know how, as shogun, Ienobu Tokugawa ended up so in thrall to his advisor, Manabe Akifusa, that he let him form relationships with women in the shogunal harem? Well, it may well have been the same with Oribe. It’s quite possible he knew about my father’s relationship with Oryu, and he may even have realized Yachiyo was my father’s child—yet when she was born, he rejoiced and doted on her all the same.”

         But none of this explained why Yachiyo had shot Koichi Hachiya, a man she’d never met. Naoki’s unsettling story was far from over.

         WALK NOT AT NIGHT

         Before I go on, perhaps I should give a brief account of my relationship with Naoki Sengoku.

         As mentioned above, his family had been retainers to the Furugami family for generations. Even after the Meiji Restoration, they continued to live on the same estate and had served for generations as its stewards—to the point where Naoki’s father, Tetsunoshin, had now become the de facto patriarch of the Furugami household.

         As the son of such a man, Naoki grew up in material comfort. During his student days he had been notorious for his lavish spending habits. Even after the war, when many affluent households were brought to ruin by property taxes and other financial pressures, the Furugami family had stood firm. They owed this to the vast cedar and cypress forests on their estate, which, given the intense demand for building materials in 28those days, brought them even greater prosperity than before the war. As a result, Naoki continued to spend money with almost comical extravagance. However—and perhaps here lies the difference between a lord and his retainer—he was never truly generous with it. Yes, he spent it freely, but there was always something calculated about his indulgence.

         I was first acquainted with him as a student, when we both attended the liberal arts department of a certain private university. I had always aspired to be a novelist, but Naoki, bereft of any real ambitions, seemed to have simply enrolled at the university on account of its ease of entry. Even after graduating, he shied away from anything resembling gainful employment, instead devoting his days to idle amusements and womanizing.

         As I have explained, my family originally hailed from a small, impoverished village under the control of the Furugami household, where they had been humble peasant farmers for many generations. However, ever since my father left the countryside for Tokyo at the end of the Meiji era, our ties to the village had grown distant. When both my parents passed away in quick succession during my student days, it was as though any connection to that place had been severed entirely. As a result, I had never so much as set foot in my supposed homeland.

         Naoki, too, claimed never to have visited the Furugami family’s former territory. And yet, when he learned that I was from the same area, he became oddly friendly towards me, even going out of his way to assist me financially. I felt no particular affection or dislike for him. But I was destitute—my father had only been a low-ranking government employee, and sending 29me to university had always been something of a stretch for my family—and it was hard not to welcome the arrival of this benefactor in my life.

         However, as I mentioned, Naoki’s generosity never came across as entirely genuine. Whatever he gave me, he seemed to expect to recoup in some other form, which made it difficult ever to feel truly grateful to him. In fact, given his arrogance, selfishness, capriciousness and cynicism, not to mention the timidity and deviousness to which he freely admitted, what I felt towards him most of the time was intense irritation.

         Still, I couldn’t afford to fall out with him. A struggling novelist needs his patron. Instead, swallowing my resentment, I set about flattering him as much as possible. Naoki, being no fool, must have known how I really felt—and yet he, too, seemed happy enough to keep me at his side, likely because of our families’ shared history and because I often came in useful. In particular, he frequently relied on me to smooth things over with women on his behalf. The result of all this was the complete absence between us of anything resembling genuine friendship or respect. In fact, Naoki seemed to hold me in utter contempt—as evidenced by the fact that, despite our many years of acquaintance, he had never once invited me to his home. We were both thirty-five years old, and born in the year of the Tiger—which, incidentally, is the meaning of the “Tora” part of my first name.

         Now that the nature of our relationship is a little clearer, let us hear the rest of Naoki’s tale. By this point he had emptied the bottle of whisky almost single-handedly.

         “As I was saying, it was Yachiyo who shot Hachiya.” Pale-faced, with two worm-like veins bulging grotesquely on his 30forehead, he fixed his gaze on me as he went on. “Actually, before I get into that, I should tell you about her older brother, Morie. I mentioned that he’s a hunchback too, didn’t I? Still, he’s not quite as odd-looking as you might imagine. On the contrary, he’s rather handsome. The fashionable, well-groomed type. A bit like Hachiya in that respect. He’s thirty-three, so a couple of years younger than us. But like lots of people with physical deformities, he harbours a sort of bitterness towards the world, and it’s turned him into a bit of a wily character. Not that you can blame him—after all, in the old days, my father would have been his servant, and now he’s practically taken over the household. I can be pretty short with him myself, too. These days he seems to have given up on the outside world entirely. Spends his days buried in books. But let me tell you, there’s something brewing inside that man. I reckon he’s secretly waiting for the chance to put me and my father out of the picture for good. Here’s the twist, though: he’s gone and fallen in love with Yachiyo.”

         I stared at Naoki in astonishment. His story was growing more outlandish by the minute.

         “Now, hang on just a moment,” I put in. “I thought they were brother and sister?”

         “Sure, on paper. But like I said earlier, that’s just the official family line. Morie was born to Viscount Oribe’s first wife, while Yachiyo is the daughter of his second, Lady Oryu. And it’s an open secret that Yachiyo isn’t actually Oribe’s biological child. In other words, they don’t actually share a single drop of blood. There’s nothing to stop them falling in love or getting married—or at least that’s what Morie seems to think. Then, as if he needed encouraging, that old soothsayer goes 31and makes that prophecy. Remember? ‘The lady will marry a hunchback.’ Now Morie’s convinced that he’s the hunchback in question, and won’t hear otherwise. It’s almost as though Yachiyo has only declared she’s going to marry Hachiya in order to put an end to Morie’s relentless advances. You know, as if to tell him: ‘The hunchback in the prophecy isn’t you—it’s Hachiya.’”

         Now that I thought about it, Yachiyo really had been dealt a rough hand in life.

         Tetsunoshin Sengoku wanted to marry her off to his son, Naoki. But according to Naoki, she was actually Tetsunoshin’s child, too. Thankfully, Naoki seemed to have no interest in the arrangement, but if that were to change, the prospect of an incestuous union loomed.

         Meanwhile, her brother Morie had fallen in love with her.
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