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Clang clang.

The sound was just as muffled as the bell that made it was old.

Reito paused his game and glanced at the corner of the smartphone’s screen. 22:05. He closed his game then slipped the phone into the folds of his samue, a set of traditional linen work clothes, and rolled his neck with a dry crackling pop. He’d been planning to play just a short while but had ended up sucked in for more than twenty minutes.

Turned out mobile games were scary addictive.

He got to his feet and pulled open a crack in the curtain on the window beside him to see a well-built man in a jacket illuminated by the dim light from a stone lantern. He was probably in his late fifties or thereabouts and had close-cropped hair and stern features.

Reito put his trainers on in the bare concrete entryway, picked up the small paper bag he’d set there in preparation, then opened the sliding door and stepped out of the shrine office building.

A look of surprise flashed across the man’s face when he saw Reito.

‘Toshiaki Saji?’ asked Reito.

‘Yeah . . .’

Reito bowed. ‘Thank you for waiting.’

Toshiaki looked Reito up and down. ‘Are you new?’

‘Yes. My name is Reito Naoi. I started last month as the new keeper of the camphor tree.’

‘Ms Yanagisawa mentioned you. You’re related?’

‘She’s my aunt.’

‘Huh. Sorry, what was your name again?’

‘Naoi. Reito Naoi.’

‘Reito? I’ll make sure to remember this time.’

Toshiaki looked at him with curiosity. He probably wanted to know how some kid like him ended up with this job. Reito didn’t mind telling him, but it was a long story.

‘This is your candle,’ said Reito, his tone composed. ‘It will burn for two hours. Will that be enough?’

‘That’s fine. It’ll last until around midnight, same as always.’

‘Do you have matches with you?’

‘Yeah, I’m all set.’

‘Please make sure you’re careful with the flame.’

‘I know. You lot remind me every single time.’

‘I’m sorry. Please watch your step as you go, and it is my utmost hope that your will reaches the camphor tree.’ Getting that line out had initially made him feel like he was going to bite his tongue in the process, but he could say it smoothly now.

‘Thanks,’ said Toshiaki. He switched on his torch then turned away from Reito and slowly walked towards the thicket on the right-hand side of the shrine’s grounds. It was too dark for Reito to see from where he was, but he knew Toshiaki would come to the signpost that said To Camphor Tree. Behind that was a narrow path through the vegetation.

Reito returned to the office, picked up a torch and a folding chair that was hanging on the wall, then went back out where he set up the chair in front of the entrance to the narrow path.

Just as he was about to sit down, he caught movement from the corner of his eye. His head snapped around and he stared in that direction to see something grey moving through the bushes on the edge of the shrine grounds. It was far too big to be a stray cat or something. It was clearly a human form. He caught glimpses of light moving along with the grey shadow and guessed whoever it was must be using a penlight or something to light the ground.

Who in the world was here at a time like this? It couldn’t be a burglar. There wasn’t anything of value in the shrine. And it was only sort of a shrine anyway. It didn’t even have a donations box.

Without turning on his torch, Reito crept quietly towards the figure. Whoever it was stopped and seemed to be looking towards the direction Toshiaki had disappeared in, towards the camphor tree. They were slim built, wearing a light-ish coloured hoodie, and seemed to pay no attention to what was behind them as Reito approached.

‘Can I help you?’ he called as he hit the switch on his torch.

The figure squeaked and stiffened then slowly turned to face him. It was a young woman, her impactful eyes wide in her petite face. She put her hand up to shield her eyes from the light of Reito’s torch.

‘Who are you?’ asked Reito as he lowered the torch a little. ‘What are you doing here?’

She took in a quick breath as if to say something, but nothing came out.

‘Do you know Mr Saji somehow?’

She froze stock still.

‘You can’t go beyond this point without permission right now. If you want to commune with the tree, you need to book in ad—’

He got that far before she turned and practically bolted away, using her phone to light the ground. That’s what she’d been using instead of a torch.

This was obviously suspicious behaviour, but chasing after her and questioning her seemed a bit overboard to Reito. And the fact that she was a young woman meant things could get complicated if it turned into a whole big thing.

Reito went back and sat on his folding chair, pulled his phone out, and started a sci-fi movie. He looked up from the screen every once in a while to scan the shrine grounds, but there were no signs of any other suspicious intruders. The girl must have left.

Not long before midnight, Toshiaki appeared from the thicket. Reito stood and approached him.

‘I’m done,’ said Toshiaki. ‘I’m booked in for tomorrow too. See you then.’

‘That’s right. Be careful on the road home.’ Reito debated if he should tell him about the young woman from earlier but decided not to, and Toshiaki left after saying good night.

Using his torch to light his footing, Reito walked into the thicket down the path. It was so narrow at some parts that two people would only just be able to squeeze past each other.

The shrubs gave way to an opening where a beast appeared.

That was the camphor tree. Its trunk was so massive it had to be five metres in diameter, and the tree itself stood taller than ten, with thick branches undulating overhead like entwined snakes. Reito had been struck speechless the first time he’d seen it.

Its thick roots dug powerfully into the dirt in complex knots, and Reito was careful not to trip on them as he walked anticlockwise around the tree to an opening in the side of its trunk. It was large enough that an adult could easily enter so long as they watched their head.

Reito took a cautious step into the cave-like space. It was about ten square metres, with an indent in the wall forming a shelf about fifty centimetres wide. It didn’t look to be natural. Someone had carved it, but no one knew who.

On the shelf there was a candle holder, which Reito had set there before Toshiaki arrived. It held a candle that was burned down to about only a centimetre, and the flame had been put out. In front of the candle holder was a white envelope with the words ‘Candle fee’ on it. Reito looked inside and found one banknote for 10,000 yen.

He still thought it crazy people gave him 10,000 yen for something like this, but maybe that’s how valuable it was for them. Everyone had their own ideas of what was worth what, after all.

He slipped the envelope in his pocket, gathered up the candle holder, then double checked there was nothing out of the ordinary before going outside. As he did, he glanced up into the sky and saw a round moon. It was a bit closer to perfectly circular than it had been last night. The next day would be a full moon.

He then returned to the shrine office and tidied up. Once things were in a semblance of order, he glanced at the minifridge but resisted the urge to get out one of the cans of chilled chūhai, a highball made with shōchū liquor. He had to be up early tomorrow.

After brushing his teeth and washing his face at the small sink in the living area, he flicked off the lights and crawled into his futon. The long day was finally over, and he felt like he’d fall asleep the moment he closed his eyes.

As his thoughts grew more disjointed and distant, a simple question came to mind: was this really real? He wasn’t going to wake up next morning in a completely different place, was he? He had been in a completely different place only a month ago, after all. It had been far less comfortable sleeping there than here, as you’d expect of a jail cell.
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The crimes were trespassing on a domicile, damaging property and attempted theft.

Reito had snuck into the warehouse for Toyoda Machinery, a recycling and repair company that handled used industrial equipment. He actually used to work there for about a year but had quit two months before. ‘Was made to quit’ would be more accurate, because he’d let a customer know the EDM machine they were about to buy had a defect. The customer mentioned it to the company’s president who was forced to give them a discount to compensate. What Reito hadn’t anticipated was that the customer then just straight up told the president one of the employees had told them about the defect. The president was furious and fired Reito that day.

Reito had argued back. ‘I don’t see what’s wrong with being honest with the customer about what we’re selling. It’s despicable not telling the customer about a defect you know about. I just wanted to make a sale the honest way.’

But Mr Toyoi, the president, snarled and glared at him. ‘Cut the crap. Honest way? You think I don’t know you got paid for being a snitch?’

That shut him up. It was exactly what had happened.

‘You’re done here. Get out of my sight,’ growled Toyoi.

Reito clucked his tongue. ‘Fine, then give me my redundancy pay.’

‘What did you say?’

‘I have a right to a redundancy payment, yeah? And my backpay. I’ll take you to court if you refuse.’

‘Don’t be stupid. Like hell I’m paying a moron like you. You couldn’t even do your job properly. Be grateful I employed you and let you live in the dorms. I’m the one who should be demanding compensation, for fuck’s sake. You got a problem with that? Then take me on in court or right here right now.’

Toyoi then came at him, shouting and swinging a spanner, so Reito ran from the building.

And that’s how he lost his job. He had to leave the company dorm room he’d had, though that was nothing more than a fifteen-metre-square one-room flat. Seeing as he had no savings, he very quickly found himself on hard times. He managed to scrape by with the money he got from short-term jobs his friends hooked him up with and spent nights sleeping at internet cafés, but he was stretching his budget just paying his mobile bill and he definitely wasn’t eating any real food.

Just as he was legitimately starting to panic from the idea of dying on the side of the road, he heard something from one of his former coworkers at Toyoda Machinery. Apparently, Toyoda had recently acquired some equipment from a manufacturing plant that had shut down. One of the machines was this thing called a laser distance sensor, which when new sold for a minimum of two million yen. Toyoda had bought it off the widow of the former plant’s manager, and she had no idea how to price used equipment. Basically, she was just happy someone was buying it and getting it out of her hair. The president, Toyoi, got the thing for a mere 20,000 yen.

‘He told her it was damaged or something, just lied so he could buy it off her. You know, the same sort of greedy shit he always does,’ Reito’s coworker said with spite and a scowl.

Apparently, this laser distance-sensor thing was small enough one person could carry it and, despite what Toyoi said, it wasn’t damaged, meaning you could take it as it was straight to a manufacturing plant that needed it, and they’d shell out more than a million yen for it.

Reito thought that sounded like the perfect substitute for the redundancy pay he never got.

He’d actually considered sneaking into Toyoda Machinery several times before. He was perfectly aware it wasn’t acceptable to take other people’s belongings, but he also thought that maybe it’d be okay in this one instance considering this was Toyoda Machinery they were talking about. This laser distance-sensor incident was just the latest in a series of scam sales tactics the company used. Even the name was shady. The president’s surname was Toyoi, so shouldn’t it be Toyoi Machinery? He probably went with Toyoda to give some illusion that the company was somehow connected to Toyota in the hopes it’d make him money. Reito felt no guilt when it came to doing something to a company owned by someone who was basically a fraudster. And he’d been wrongfully dismissed anyway. If Toyoi wasn’t going to give him what he should rightfully get, he’d just acquire it himself.

The problem had been that there was no guarantee he could find something valuable even if he did sneak into the company. The safe in the office was locked, and there might not be any cash inside even if Reito managed to open it. The most valuable things on the property were the machinery units kept in storage, but each of those weighed several tons. He couldn’t exactly steal one of those by himself. But things were different now. The warehouse currently held this laser distance sensor, a piece of equipment Reito could carry on his own and sell for over a million yen even if he accepted a low offer.

If he was going to do it, he needed to move fast. The sensor would be out of reach if Toyoi managed to flip it soon.

Which was why he put his plan into action the following Saturday. A whole year of working there meant he knew where the CCTV cameras were, and the security there was pretty half-assed anyway. Reito’s former coworker had told him where the sensor was, so he was in and out of there with the thing in no time.

But something unexpected happened when he was leaving. He’d entered the building using a duplicate key his former coworker lent him but he wanted to make it look like the thief had gone in through a window. He smashed the window with a hammer, and that’s the moment the alarm sounded. Reito hadn’t thought someone as stingy as Toyoi would bother setting up a burglar alarm, but there it was with its ear-splitting ring, and he rushed away on his bicycle. In his hurry, the sensor that had been strapped to his bike fell off, and he didn’t have time to stop and pick it back up.

The night was a complete waste, but Reito at least felt safe in the knowledge it was incredibly unlikely they’d catch him. He’d worn gloves and was confident he’d avoided the CCTV. But the next morning when he stepped out of the internet café where he’d made his roost, he was surrounded by police who asked him to voluntarily accompany them back to the station.

He caved when they told him his former coworker had confessed. Deciding there was no point in lying about it, he told the whole truth there in the interrogation room. He fervently told them about how he was forced to quit for a ridiculous reason and how Toyoi had refused to give him his redundancy pay or even the wages he was owed, and that was why he’d held such a grudge against him this whole time.

The officer questioning him did seem a little sympathetic to his situation, but not enough to go easy on him in the statement document they drew up for him. In short order, his case was submitted to the prosecutor, and he awaited his charges.

It was dawning on him that there was no way out of this; he was going to prison. But maybe this was actually a good thing since it wasn’t like he had anywhere to live anyway. And it was while he was thinking this that someone who claimed to be his solicitor met him in the visitation room. Apparently, Reito’s grandmother had hired him.

Reito did have a grandmother. Her name was Fumi. Just before the police had carted him off, he’d called her and quickly told her he was probably going to be arrested. She was his only remaining family, and he’d lived with her until he’d finished school. Reito had called her only because he thought she’d worry if she was suddenly unable to get hold of him, but he never dreamed she was going to save him from this predicament. She was a seventy-eight-year-old lady scraping by a meagre lifestyle in her rundown detached house in Edogawa, east of central Tokyo. Not only was she crazy naive, she was so trusting she’d get full-on duped if she ever got targeted by one of those bank-transfer fraud groups. She’d flown into a panic the moment Reito mentioned arrest to her on the phone. He really wouldn’t have thought his grandmother had the knowledge or connections to get a solicitor like the man who now sat on the other side of the acrylic window in the visitation room.

He wore black-framed glasses on his narrow face. His white hair made Reito think he was fairly old, but it was hard to guess his actual age. The slight sheen of the material of his suit told Reito it was pretty high-end.

‘I take it you’re Reito Naoi?’ he said as he stood and took a step closer.

‘Yeah . . .’

‘It’s a pleasure to meet you,’ he said and showed his business card. Beneath his title, solicitor, was his name, Yoshinori Iwamoto.

‘Did my grandma hire you?’

Yoshinori sat back down on his folding chair. ‘That is what I said. I decided it would cause less confusion that way.’

‘Who really hired you?”

‘That information is confidential,’ he said as he crossed his legs. ‘You are not allowed to know that, as agreed with my client. I, at the very least, can’t reveal that information.’

Reito’s brow furrowed. ‘What is that supposed to mean?’

‘It’s what my client wants, and a solicitor must do as their client wishes. I’m sure you’ll find out some day, but, until then, it remains a secret.’

Who in the world hired this solicitor? Reito’s mind raced as the faces of everyone he knew flashed in his head, but none of them seemed like they’d do something like this.

‘My client asked me to deliver a message,’ said Yoshinori as he opened his notebook. ‘Are you listening? I’ll read it out: “To Mr Reito Naoi, should you wish to remain a free man, I suggest you do as Mr Iwamoto instructs. He will be able to handle everything. Then, when you are released, you must come to see me immediately. I have a job for you. If you take it on, I will cover all your legal fees.” ’ Yoshinori looked up from the notebook. ‘There you have it, the message from my client.’

Reito’s hands clenched into fists in his lap. ‘What is it? This job or whatever they want to give me?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Yoshinori curtly. ‘I simply delivered the message. What will you do? Will you let me take care of this? If so, I will do everything needed to have you released, just as the message says.’

Reito was confused and uncertain what to do. This smelled fishy, no matter how much he considered it. It was strange enough that this client of his was being kept secret, but being asked to do some sort of job in exchange for this person paying his legal fees sounded potentially dangerous.

But what would happen to him if he didn’t agree? If they brought charges against him, he was going to be found guilty, there were no two ways about it, and there was no guarantee they’d just give him probation. If he was going to prison, for how many years?

And what was this job he was supposed to do? Was it criminal? If they, like, told him to kill somebody, what would he do? Wouldn’t do him much good to have his burglary charges dropped only to end up with murder charges.

The solicitor asked him again what he would do and added, ‘If possible, I would like an answer soon.’

‘Uh.’ Reito scratched his temple. ‘How much would it cost for me to hire you directly?’

Yoshinori’s chin raised. ‘You mean you intend to pay my fees yourself without the help of my client?’

‘I thought maybe it was an option.’

‘It’s not.’

‘It’s not?’

‘No. I have the right to turn down potential clients and I have no intention of taking on a client who, in all likelihood, will never pay me.’

Well, Reito hadn’t seen that coming. Though he probably would have said the same thing if he were in Yoshinori’s shoes.

‘Would you mind making a decision? I’m a rather busy man,’ said Yoshinori.

‘Do you have a coin?’

‘A coin?’

‘Any coin. Ten yen, a hundred yen. I mean, even a one-yen coin would work.’

Yoshinori took a leather wallet from his pocket, peered in the section for coins, and plucked out a 100-yen coin. ‘Will this do?’

‘Toss it in the air.’ Reito mimed a throwing motion. ‘And then catch it with both hands like this.’ He clasped his hands together with the right hand at the bottom.

‘I see. You’re flipping a coin?’

‘It’s what I do whenever I can’t make a decision.’

‘And what percentage has it worked out for you in the past?’

Reito cocked his head. ‘Probably about fifty good, fifty bad.’

Iwamoto let out a soundless laugh. ‘What mathematically accurate results.’

‘Anyway, I give in. I figure maybe this is fate or something.’

‘I see.’

‘So, if you don’t mind . . .’

‘Of course.’

Yoshinori threw the coin in the air and caught it with both his hands, his left laid atop his right.

Reito stared at the solicitor’s hands wondering which to call. They were unblemished hands, the sort that never saw a day’s hard labour.

After a breathless moment, he said, ‘Heads I do it.’

Yoshinori slowly opened his hands then showed Reito his right hand, revealing the large 100 number engraved on the coin.

‘I called it. It’s heads.’ Reito snapped his fingers. ‘That decides it. I’ll do whatever you say, Mr Iwamoto. I’m in your hands.’ He stood and bowed to the solicitor.

Yoshinori nodded and slid one hand inside his suit jacket to pull out his mobile phone. After a quick few taps on the screen, he brought it to his ear to make a phone call. ‘Hello, this is Iwamoto. Yes. I’m with the suspect now. Yes, I’ve told him. He’s accepted the conditions and would like me to handle his case. Understood.’

Once he’d finished his phone call, he looked at Reito and leaned in before saying, ‘I just updated my client on the situation. We have a deal. I’m about to begin the necessary preparations for your release. Once I do, there will be no going back. I presume that’s all right?’

‘Of course,’ said Reito. ‘A man doesn’t go back on his word.’

‘Very well. However, there is one thing I feel I should tell you.’ Yoshinori showed Reito the side of the 100-yen coin that had come up in the coin toss. ‘What do you see there beneath the one hundred?’

Reito leaned into the barrier and squinted at the coin. ‘The year. 2018.’

‘Remember this: in Japan, the year is engraved on the tails side of the coin.’

Reito was still in a state of disbelief when he was released shortly after. They pulled him out of the holding cell, gave him his backpack – which contained all his worldly possessions including his smartphone – then set him free after he signed several documents. Not a single officer so much as glanced in his direction as he walked down the hall and out of the station. He felt like he was being spirited away by a mystical fox like in the legends.

Yoshinori approached him once he exited the station. ‘Congratulations on your freedom.’

‘That was crazy,’ said Reito. ‘I didn’t think you’d get me out that fast. What sort of shady trick did you use to pull this off?’

‘I’ll explain in the car. Shall we go?’ Yoshinori turned and walked towards the car park.

‘Go where?’

‘You’ll see if you come along.’

There was a large saloon parked there, though Reito wasn’t sure of the make or model. It looked like some fancy foreign car. The doors unlocked just by Yoshinori touching them.

‘I didn’t use any shady tricks,’ said Yoshinori as they pulled away. ‘I simply settled the matter with the victim.’

‘You mean that stingy president of Toyoda Machinery? I find that hard to believe.’

‘He was open to negotiations because he’s the kind of person in need of money. You spending several years in prison doesn’t benefit him in any way. It’s normal for someone like him to decide it would be more profitable to respond to a deal.’

Reito turned to look at Yoshinori in the driver’s seat. ‘Wait, you mean you paid him off?’

‘Of course.’

‘How much?’

‘You really want to know?’

‘I’m curious.’

With his eyes still on the road ahead, Yoshinori tilted his nose up and said, ‘When you fled the scene, you dropped the laser distance sensor you stole, yes? The equipment was damaged in the process, and repairs for it were no less than five hundred thousand yen. The settlement payment included that amount.’

‘So, just the repair fees were five hundred thousand?’

‘I don’t mind telling you the full amount if you still want to know.’

‘Uh, no, never mind. Let’s not.’

The car steadily slowed about thirty minutes after departing the police station, and they pulled into the porte-cochère of a high-end hotel.

‘Here we are,’ said Yoshinori.

‘Uh, here?’

Yoshinori stopped the car in front of the main entrance, but didn’t bother to turn off the engine, then pulled a slip of memo paper from the inside pocket of his suit jacket. ‘My client has asked that you go to this room.’

Reito took the paper. Someone had written the number 1916 on it. ‘Are you coming with me?’

‘This is as far as my client has requested my services. The rest is up to you.’

‘Okay . . .’ Reito unclipped his seatbelt, pulled his backpack from the floor into his arm, opened the door, and put one foot out.

‘After I finished negotiations with Mr Toyoi,’ said Yoshinori, ‘he said that there are some defective machines that keep breaking no matter how many times you repair them. He said you were the same, inherently defective. He said you would someday do something even worse and end up in prison.’

Reito’s jaw clenched. He had no idea what to say back to that.

‘I wonder if he’s right,’ said Yoshinori. ‘Do try to live the rest of your life in a way that proves his prediction wrong.’

Reito looked into Yoshinori’s eyes. ‘How do I do that?’

‘I think the answer to that question may be waiting for you in that room.’ He gestured towards the slip of paper in Reito’s hands. ‘I do have one piece of advice, however. The next time you’re faced with an important decision, use your head. Clarify what it is you want and base your decision on that. Don’t rely on a coin toss.’ Behind his glasses, there was a firm, cool gleam in his eyes.

A slight, sharp pain flashed through Reito’s heart, and he had to breathe in and out a few times before managing to say, ‘I’ll remember that.’

He got out of the car and closed the door then bowed low to Yoshinori. Yoshinori nodded once then pulled away. Reito watched the car drive away, then turned back towards the hotel, pulling his backpack on and clenching the paper in his fist as he took a slow step towards it.

This was his first time setting foot in such a fancy hotel. Every single member of the crowd bustling back and forth in the entrance hall looked well dressed, making him stand out in his T-shirt, jeans and jacket. He hadn’t changed since before he’d been arrested. He worried they would grab him and kick him out for smelling and looking seedy.

A hotel employee in a hat approached him. Reito tensed. They had noticed him. But then the young man simply said, ‘Are you staying with us? Shall I take your luggage?’

‘Uh, no, I’m not staying,’ Reito said quickly.

‘I’m sorry to bother you then.’ The man gave him a friendly smile, then bowed and left.

Reito went to the elevator without anyone stopping him. He pressed the button with the assumption room 1916 was on the nineteenth floor, then took several deep breaths as the elevator took him up. Who was this client waiting for him in such a strange place? What in the world could they want him to do?

The elevator came to floor nineteen, and he walked down a hall flanked by rooms, clearing his throat in nervousness twice as he did. The floor must have been made from good materials because his steps made no sound.

At long last, he came to room 1916. The dark-brown door looked like a portal to an entirely different world. He gulped, then pressed the doorbell button on the side.

After several seconds, the lock opened with a clunk and the door slowly opened. Reito held his breath.

There was a woman on the other side of the door, perhaps in her early sixties, though somewhat tall for someone of her age. She wore a grey coat over a white blouse, and her chestnut-brown hair was cut in a short bob.

Reito had a vague feeling he’d met this woman before but couldn’t remember where. Her slightly angled, sharp eyes stared into his face, hitting him with an inexplicable intensity that left him speechless, nearly sending him stumbling back.

‘Come in,’ she said in a somewhat husky voice. Her tone was gentle, though, and that, along with the slight smile on her lips, made Reito feel ever so slightly more at ease.

He stepped hesitantly into the room to find a reception area with leather sofas and a table polished until it gleamed. There wasn’t a bed. There was another door leading off this room, though, so the bedroom was probably next door.

‘Take a seat,’ the woman said, gesturing towards one of the sofas. Reito set his backpack on the floor and sat. She took a seat as well, then studied him intensely. ‘It seems you don’t remember me.’

So, they had met somewhere before. He scratched his head. ‘Where did we meet again?’

The woman held up two fingers. ‘We’ve met twice before, though the first time was shortly after you were born. The second time was fifteen years ago. You were still in primary school, so I can understand why you wouldn’t remember me.’

Reito searched his memories but couldn’t find anything about her.

She took a business card from her handbag and passed it to him. ‘Perhaps this surname will give you a hint.’

He took it and read: Yanattsu Corporation, Chifune Yanagisawa, Advisor.

‘Yanagisawa . . . No, I don’t think I’ve heard it before . . .’ he said.

‘No? I suppose not.’

‘Um.’ Reito looked between the woman and the business card. ‘Yanagisawa, that’s, you, uh, ma’am?’

‘Ma’am?’ Her eyebrow twitched.

He really had no idea how to address her and he’d never called anyone ‘ma’am’ in his life.

The woman smiled wryly and chuckled. ‘There’s nothing wrong with “ma’am”. I’m certainly old enough to be called ma’am. But yes, that is my name. Chifune Yanagisawa.’

Reito murmured the name Chifune to himself. It wasn’t a common name but it was nice. It had a sort of classy feel you didn’t get with the ridiculous kira-kira names common these days in Japan, which tried too hard to be special.

Chifune reached into her handbag again and this time brought out an envelope, which she set on the table in front of Reito. ‘Look inside.’

‘What is it?’ he asked.

‘You’ll see if you look inside.’

He reached for the envelope. Inside it was a single, old photograph of four people. A tall, older man stood in the back. In front of him was a primary-school-aged girl between two women. He realised something when he looked at the woman standing on the left. She was probably in her early twenties.

His eyes moved from the photo up to Chifune’s face.

‘Did you notice something?’ she asked.

‘This woman on the left, she’s you, isn’t she?’

She nodded. ‘Well spotted.’

‘Well, you haven’t changed much,’ he said honestly.

‘Thank you. I see you’re capable of flattery.’ He was perplexed by that statement. He was about to argue that he hadn’t meant it like that, but before he could she said, ‘And the woman on the right? Do you know who she is?’

He looked back at the photo. The woman on the right was wearing a kimono and was quite a bit older than Chifune was in the photo, but still probably only around her mid-thirties. She was pretty, with well-defined features, but it wasn’t until he really studied her face that he gasped.

‘You’ve realised who she is?’ asked Chifune.

‘That’s . . . my grandma.’

‘Yes, that’s Fumi.’

‘I thought so.’ He looked at the photo again. ‘Wow. I can’t believe how skinny she used to be.’ The image he had of her in his head was rather round. But the photo was from about forty years ago.

‘And what about the girl?’ asked Chifune.

He stared at the girl in the photo. She was probably in third year at school and wore a white blouse and navy skirt. Her hair was cut short, and she stared straight into the camera with defiant eyes.

His mind finally came to a woman with the same features as this girl. It was someone he knew well. ‘That’s . . . That’s my mum.’

‘That’s right. That’s Michie. The man standing behind her is your grandfather, Sōichi Naoi.’

‘My grandpa? Huh.’

Reito had no memories of his grandfather. He’d passed when Reito was still young, and his family hadn’t told him much about what sort of person he was. He’d actually never even known that the man’s given name was Sōichi before. He told Chifune that, and she told him the Chinese characters used to write the name, ‘faith’ and ‘one’.

‘Sōichi was my father,’ she said, and Reito let out a gasp of surprise.

‘Your father? Wait, what does that mean?’

‘It’s not some sort of metaphor or joke. It means exactly what it sounds like. Sōichi was married to my mother for a time, and they had me. His surname at the time was Yanagisawa. He took my mother’s name and entered her family. He kept it for some time even after my mother passed away from illness, but he eventually fell in love with one of his students and remarried. Did you know he was a secondary school Japanese teacher?’

‘No, I didn’t know. Huh, he was a schoolteacher?’ None of this felt like it was actually connected to him, and it wasn’t until he went back over what Chifune said in his mind that the shock hit him. ‘Wait, he fell in love with one of his students and remarried? You mean that was my grandma?’

‘That’s right. There was a twenty-two-year age difference between them.’

Reito looked at the image of Fumi in the photo. ‘Go, Grandma.’

‘When he married Fumi, Sōichi changed his surname back to Naoi.’

‘Which means . . .’ Reito pulled in a long breath as he examined Chifune’s face again.

She nodded, a soft smile on her face, her back straight and head held high. ‘I am your mother’s older sister. Half-sister, specifically. So, you were uncertain how to address me earlier, right? “Aunt” would be appropriate, I think.’

Reito let out the breath he’d been holding, set the photo on the table, and sorted this whole story out in his mind. ‘Mum never told me any of this.’

Chifune’s expression cooled, and she gave several quick nods. ‘I thought she might not. If you asked what our relationship was like, I’d be forced to admit it wasn’t like a normal sibling relationship. We never even lived together, for one.’

Reito frowned. ‘Why not?’

‘It’s a long story, and I’ll explain the circumstances surrounding that over time. For now, I’d just like you to believe me that I am your aunt. If you don’t, you’re welcome to go to the town hall where you can look into the family registry of Michie and Sōichi as much as you like.’

Something about her resolute attitude was enough for Reito to know she wasn’t lying. And besides, he could easily find out if she was, just like she said.

‘I trust you when you say you’re my aunt,’ he said. ‘What I don’t get is why you showed up and are telling me all this now.’

Chifune’s eyebrows raised like he’d said something unexpected. ‘Why? Because of you, of course.’

‘Me?’

‘Fumi contacted me and said her grandson had been arrested.’

‘Why did Grandma contact you?’

‘We have an agreement. The rule is that I, the head of the Yanagisawa family, am informed whenever a relative has done something inappropriate that may damage the family’s reputation. Fumi followed that rule. Once she contacted me, I consulted with a solicitor I know and asked him to look into the situation. Mr Iwamoto is a good friend from school. He said it shouldn’t be difficult to settle the matter. Fumi also told me about you. It seems your current lifestyle is hardly commendable.’

Reito half wanted to tell her she shouldn’t have stuck her nose in his business so much, but she was the person who had given him his freedom back, so he stayed quiet.

‘And then I had an idea,’ Chifune continued. ‘I presume Mr Iwamoto delivered my message to you?’

Reito tipped his chin up slightly in confrontation. ‘He said you’d pay all his fees if I did what you said when I was freed.’

‘And you accepted the deal. You’re free. Is it safe to assume you haven’t changed your mind? If you have, we could always have you pay the fees yourself in exchange for breaking your promise.’

He shrugged and spread his hands. ‘I’m fully aware of that option, but it’s not like I can pay him. Thing is, you already know I don’t have much going for me and basically what I can do.’

Her eyes narrowed as her expression grew cold. ‘I heard your work history. You didn’t go to university after finishing school, did you?’

‘I couldn’t. Didn’t have the money.’

‘Anything is possible if you have the drive, but we’ll leave that be. What are your dreams for the future?’

‘My dreams?’

‘Or your hopes. What do you want to be? To do? How do you want to live your life? Have you thought about this at all?’

‘My hopes . . .’ He looked away and scratched the back of his neck. ‘There’s nothing specific. I guess so long as I can survive, I don’t really mind how.’

Chifune let out a sharp breath and nodded as if it was all making sense. ‘If that’s the case, then I believe you have no real option other than to do as I say. Besides, no one else can do what I need you to do.’

‘Only I can do it? What is this job anyway?’

She solemnly drew herself up. After a deep breath that made her chest rise and fall, she said, ‘I would like you to become the keeper of the camphor tree.’
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It was sunny again the next morning. Reito woke at six, had a light breakfast, then went to clean the shrine grounds. He picked up his bamboo broom and dustpan and looked out of the shrine office window with a sigh. The ground was covered in leaves, just like the day before. If it was already like this in early autumn, what was it going to be like when winter was nearly here? Just the thought made him tired.

The shrine grounds weren’t that big, but no matter how much he swept the leaves away, the wind just brought more along. He was hit by the pointlessness of this useless task but remembered Chifune had told him that in the beginning the majority of the work he’d be doing during the day was cleaning and tidying.

The day after he was released and met Chifune in that hotel room, she had brought him here. They spent about an hour being jostled about on the train from Tokyo before arriving at a small station. They caught a bus outside the station and rode for ten minutes, but their final destination wasn’t even at the bus stop they disembarked at. They had to walk still further. And uphill. He wouldn’t quite have called it a mountain path, but it was enough of an incline you could get away with calling it a hiking route, and partway the path turned into steps made of railway sleepers.

When he got so worn out he wanted a break, Chifune scolded him for neglecting his fitness despite his youth.

‘This is a result of your lazy lifestyle. We’ll have none of that moaning now that you’re here. You’d better be ready to take this on.’

And then she walked off, her legs steady beneath her. He chased after her, grumbling to himself about this insane old lady.

They came to the top of the stairway where they found a worn torii gate, which led on to a flat area. This was Tsukisato Shrine, the grounds of which Reito was currently sweeping.

Chifune had told him no one knew the origin of the shrine.

‘There are no records about who built this shrine or for what purpose. All we know is that it has been maintained by the Yanagisawa family as it’s on our property. We have a head priest, his primary duties are at another shrine, but he’s head priest in name only. We don’t hold any Shinto rituals here.’

Within the grounds was a shrine hall. This was where the kami, the spirit or deity, would normally reside, but Chifune said that was superficial as well. And there was of course no donations box on the premises, which was where you’d insert your tithe before praying to the kami.

A short distance from the shrine hall was a small, hut-like building. That was sort of the shrine office, but they didn’t sell any protective charms or have a shrine stamp, which many shrines had for stamping people’s booklets for them to collect. Apparently, this shrine didn’t even have omikuji, the paper fortunes you could usually buy at shrines.

When Chifune led him inside the shrine office, he found a low table right in the middle, a desk against one wall, and a cabinet holding rows of binders. It connected on to an area that, while small, had been converted into a full-on living space with tatami-mat flooring. It even had a sink and a toilet. The air-conditioning unit was old, but it did work.

‘We call it the shrine office, but really it’s on-site housing for the shrine manager,’ she said as she looked around the room. ‘And the person who lives here manages more than just the shrine. In fact, it would be more accurate to say the shrine is secondary. Their most important duty is the camphor tree.’

She’d then led him into the hedges along the sides of the shrine grounds to the massive camphor tree. He was so awed by its majesty he couldn’t even express in words how it made him feel. He just stood there.

Once it passed eight in the morning, a couple of people came by the shrine. Mostly older people from the area, possibly because the steep hill meant coming here was a slightly more challenging exercise than a simple walk. It might have been a point on a jogging course as well, because Reito sometimes saw people in Lycra gasping for breath as they stood in front of the shrine hall and prayed.

The tourists started coming once it hit ten o’clock, but this was a weekday, meaning the most he got were three or four an hour. They were, of course, all going to see the camphor tree. Most of them didn’t even glance at the shell of a shrine hall that wasn’t going to grant them any divine favours and instead went straight down the narrow path through the bushes. Unlike at night, during the day anyone was welcome to walk down there. That was the only area where he had to be wary of misbehaving visitors, so he would regularly do a round there in between cleaning. Most of the time someone just asked him to take a photo of them. Chifune had told him to be friendly and fulfil those requests. It was apparently another part of the job.

Shortly before noon, Reito was sweeping in front of the shrine hall when he was approached by a young woman wearing round green glasses. Her thick hoodie and jeans were suitable for a hike in the mountains, and there were two other women the same age and dressed the same, standing a short distance off. Reito had noticed the three of them enter the shrine grounds about ten minutes before.

‘Is there a set way of praying?’ asked the woman.

‘Of praying?’ said Reito.

‘At the camphor tree.’ She pointed into the bushes.

Reito nodded in understanding. ‘There’s a hollow inside that you can enter if you walk around the tree. Feel free to take turns going in one at a time.’

‘And then how do we pray?’

Reito shrugged. ‘I don’t think there’s any specific way to pray.’

‘Oh . . .’ She blinked.

‘Everyone just prays however they want to.’

‘Just . . . however they want to?’ Her eyebrows drew together doubtfully.

‘Yep,’ Reito said as he went back to sweeping.

The woman rejoined the other two, and Reito could hear their disappointed reactions when she explained there didn’t seem to be a set method for praying. Reito did feel bad they felt let down, but it wasn’t like it was his fault. He just went back to work.

People asked him that basically every day. They heard if you prayed at the camphor tree, your wish would come true, so, how exactly do you go about that? Everyone asked the question a bit differently, but the meaning always boiled down to that. There was even one woman who misunderstood the nature of the shrine and asked Reito how much it would cost to make a wish.

Chifune had said she didn’t know when the legend started, but it was said your wish would shortly come true if you wished on the camphor tree at Tsukisato Shrine. There had been a time when only the locals knew of the story, but the spread of the internet led to widespread belief that this was a power spot. That was why there were so many visitors on weekends despite it being in a backwater village with no significant sightseeing appeal.

‘The more visitors the shrine has, the more likely we are to get weird ones,’ Chifune had said. ‘A good example is the graffiti. It was a real nuisance when a rumour spread that your wish comes true if you write it on the camphor tree’s trunk. Look away for two seconds and there would be graffiti all over the tree. Posters and signposts warning visitors not to had no effect. It got so bad I had to temporarily hire a guard. Writing we can remove is one thing, but the worst were the ones who tried to engrave something with a knife. Luckily, we always managed to stop them before they could, and those people we handed over to the police.’

That was why they needed someone on site at all times.

‘I’d asked a retired friend to keep an eye on things during the day, but it was physically demanding on him, and he quit about three months ago. I had no other choice but to take over myself, but I’m old and my body wouldn’t last long if I continued managing the shrine both day and night. I heard about you just as I was thinking I needed to look for someone to take my place.’

That was what Chifune had said in the very beginning, so Reito understood that he would be taking on this role, and that much he was fine with. What he had questions about was that Chifune said this friend of hers had been handling things during the day, but then after that, Chifune was working both day and night. When Reito asked about that, Chifune nodded vigorously as if he’d brought up exactly what she needed to talk about.

‘That is actually the most important part of this. You are not just going to be managing the shrine. In fact, that’s secondary. What I want you to take on is the work I do at night. That’s the true role of the keeper of the camphor tree.’

Reito finished sweeping the shrine hall and was about to head back to the shrine office when he stopped. There was a young woman with large eyes in a petite face standing by the stone lanterns. He had no doubt she was the one from last night. The hoodie he’d thought was white-ish last night was in fact a pale pink.

She approached him with a slightly nervous expression. ‘You’re the one in charge of the shrine, aren’t you?’

He thought that over for a second. He’d never thought of himself as in charge of it, but hearing it made him realise there really was no other way to describe him.

‘I am . . . Do you need something?’ he said.

‘A man came here late last night.’

‘Yeah, he did.’ He figured she was talking about Toshiaki and decided there was no point in hiding it but didn’t give any more information.

‘What was he doing here?’

‘Uh . . .’ He looked back towards where the camphor tree was then faced the girl again. ‘I’m pretty sure he was communing with the tree.’

Her brow furrowed. ‘At that time of night?’

‘I’m pretty sure I mentioned it last night, but people sometimes commune at night, too. You have to make a reservation though.’

‘How’s it any different from praying during the day?’

‘I . . . don’t actually know.’

The creases in her forehead deepened. ‘I thought you were in charge here?’

‘Well, yeah, but I’ve only had the job for a month. Guess you could say I’m still in training.’

She looked at his samue with suspicion then said, ‘What was he praying for anyway?’

‘What was who praying for?’

‘The guy from last night, obviously.’

‘You mean Mr Saji?’

She nodded sourly.

‘I don’t know,’ Reito said. ‘People can pray for whatever they want.’ With that, Reito took another good look at the young woman. ‘Who are you anyway? Do you know him somehow?’

She looked away and took in a long breath like she was debating whether or not to answer. Reito had a feeling this was going to be a pain in the rear. Deciding it would be better not to get involved, he gave her a slight bow and went to leave.

‘His daughter,’ she said. ‘I’m . . . his daughter.’

Reito blinked then examined her face. She looked straight back at him. She was fairly pretty, if a bit intense.

‘You don’t really look like him,’ said Reito, deciding to go the direct route.

She pulled a wallet from her jeans pocket, then took out a card before stepping closer to Reito and showing it to him. It looked like some sort of membership card and had the name Yūmi Saji on it.

‘So, that’s you? Yūmi Saji?’ he asked.

She nodded. ‘Do you trust me now?’

‘Well, I guess so.’

‘So then tell my what my dad was doing here.’

‘I already told you. Communing.’ He scowled and dropped his polite, customer-facing tone. It was too much of a hassle keeping it up.

‘What was he praying for?’

‘I don’t know. All I do is set things up. I’m not allowed to talk about what they’re wishing for or whatever. If you want to know so bad, why don’t you just ask him yourself?’

This girl who claimed to be Yūmi Saji looked for a moment like she was going to say something back to that but then bit her lip in frustration, spun on her heel, and walked off. To Reito, it looked like the tension in her slight frame was trying to tell him that if she could ask him directly, she wouldn’t be going to all this effort.
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The bell clanged at approximately the same time as it had the night before. Reito looked out the window to check it was Toshiaki Saji, then stepped out of the shrine office.

‘An incredible full moon,’ Toshiaki said as he looked into the sky.

Reito followed his gaze up. The white glow of the moon felt stronger than usual. He agreed it was an incredible sight.

‘I have a good feeling about tonight,’ Toshiaki said with a fierce grin.

‘That’s good.’ Had Yūmi said something? Reito wanted to ask but didn’t know how to go about it.

‘What’s wrong?’ Toshiaki asked with a questioning look.

‘It’s nothing.’ Reito shook his head and handed Toshiaki the paper bag holding a candle that would burn for two hours. ‘Everything is ready. It is my utmost hope that your will reaches the camphor tree.’

Toshiaki thanked him and took the bag before heading off towards the tree.

Reito watched him go then returned to the shrine office. Normally, he would wait outside for Toshiaki to return, but he was expecting something tonight. Instead, he stayed inside with the lights off, peering outside through a gap in the curtains.

It didn’t take long for Reito’s prediction to be proven true. There was minimal lighting in the shrine grounds, meaning the corners were nearly pitch black, but he caught sight of a moving shadow blending in with the darkness. In any normal situation he would have missed it, but he caught it because he’d been staring into the gloom the whole time.

Reito opened the door and stepped outside. He had a torch with him, but of course he didn’t turn it on.

The figure was moving towards the entrance to the path leading to the camphor tree. Reito was careful his footfalls made no sound as he hurried towards the figure. He had only been working there less than a month but as he spent every waking moment there he had a general idea of where everything was and could move without bumping into anything. It didn’t take him long to come up behind the figure.

Reito debated when he should say something. Considering his role as the keeper of the camphor tree, he should stop them immediately, but part of him was curious. He wanted to see where this was going. What were they going to do?

Reito exited the path into the clearing with the camphor tree. Without the other shrubbery to block the moonlight, the suspicious figure became clearly illuminated.

As he expected, it was Yūmi Saji. Rather than her pink hoodie from the previous night, she was wearing a dark jacket this time. Perhaps she was trying to avoid standing out as much as possible.

Yūmi circled around the camphor tree to the left, careful of where she stepped as the ground was dark despite the moonlight. Reito was only about two metres behind her, but she seemed so focused on her footing that she couldn’t spare any of her attention for what was behind her.

Reito was still wondering when he should say something when Yūmi stumbled over one of the tree roots snaking across the ground. She lost her balance and nearly fell backwards, but Reito rushed up to her and caught her in his arms. He could feel a tremor of surprise run through her body. Her head jerked around to look at him, and it was clear even in the darkness that her expression was contorted in shock and fear. The only thing that kept her from crying out might have been how utterly surprised she was.

Reito held a finger to his lips then looked towards the camphor tree and the light from the candle peeking out from the hollow in the trunk. It didn’t sound like Toshiaki was coming out. Perhaps he still hadn’t noticed them.

After helping Yūmi regain her footing, Reito looked into her eyes then slowly shook his head and firmly pointed back down the path they came with the intention of ordering her to go back.

She seemed to pick up on his meaning but didn’t immediately comply. Instead, she put her hands together in front of her face as if begging him to turn a blind eye to what she was doing.

Reito was uncertain what to do. There had to be something abnormal going on if Yūmi was tailing her own father, and at this time of night. And it didn’t seem like she wanted to interfere with Toshiaki’s prayers, only get a glimpse of exactly what he was doing. Reito’s personal feelings were that maybe it would be okay.

The problem was what happened if Toshiaki happened to catch her, at which point Toshiaki would probably go off on Reito for being a pointless keeper of the tree. He could handle that much, but things could get really bad if Toshiaki then went and told Chifune.

He was flipping back and forth on what to do when he heard it.

‘Hm-hm-hm-hmm, hmhah, hmm.’

A strange, toned voice was coming from inside the camphor tree.

He and Yūmi exchanged a look. Her eyes were wide and blinking and looked just as surprised as he felt.

As the two stood frozen, they heard it again.

‘Hmm, hm-hm-hm, hmhah.’

It was obviously Toshiaki’s voice, and he wasn’t reciting some sort of sutra or prayer. The sound in fact had a melody to it. So, basically, he was humming. Was he just humming while he prayed? Reito couldn’t imagine someone as stern looking as Toshiaki doing that.

Yūmi lowered her hands and turned towards the camphor tree. Reito grabbed her upper arm when he realised she was trying to get closer. She held her other hand in front of her face up in a begging gesture, then showed him her thumb and forefinger, held about two centimetres apart as if to say, ‘Just a little.’

‘Hmhah-hmm, hmm, hmm.’

There was the strange humming again, though Reito had no idea what song it was supposed to be.

He let go of her arm, and she seemed to take this as permission and crept closer to the opening in the tree’s trunk. Reito followed, praying she wouldn’t make a sound. His curiosity had won out against his sense of duty.

Yūmi stopped beside the entrance to the hollow and peered inside, while Reito stood behind her, craning his neck to see. He saw Toshiaki lit by candlelight. He seemed to be holding something, but Reito and Yūmi were approximately diagonally behind him and it was dark, so they couldn’t make out what it was. Likely not a smartphone since it wasn’t emitting any light.

‘Hmm-hmhah, hmhah-hmm . . .’

After finishing his humming, Toshiaki shook his head, and his shoulders heaved in a heavy sigh.

Reito tapped Yūmi’s shoulder in an attempt to signal the question, Is that good enough? She seemed to get the hint, because she moved away from the camphor tree.

They returned the way they came using Reito’s torch to light their path. Neither of them said anything.

Once they were back at the shrine’s grounds, Reito asked, ‘Are you satisfied now?’

She didn’t look satisfied as she vigorously shook her head. ‘Not one bit. What the hell was that? I’m even more confused than before. Is that what people do when they make wishes at night?’

‘I’ve never heard of anyone doing that. But it was also the first time I ever saw someone communing.’

‘What was that humming? It was creepy.’

‘I told you, I don’t know. And what about you? I told you, you can’t just go in there at night.’

She glared up at him. ‘You looked too.’

‘Well,’ he started, frustrated that he didn’t have anything to say to that. Instead, he cleared his throat to hide his pause and said, ‘What’s going on anyway? That’s the first thing I should be asking.’

‘Will you help me if I tell you?’

‘Depends on what it is.’

‘It’s kind of a long story.’

‘I figured it might be.’ He jerked his chin towards the shrine office. ‘It’s cold out here. Let’s go inside. We can have a mug of hot chocolate while we talk.’

‘Oh, I love hot chocolate.’ She clapped her hands together in excitement.

Reito didn’t miss the fact that her tone had turned much friendlier at some point along the way.

*

‘Ah, that’s nice. Really warms me up.’

After taking a sip of her hot chocolate, Yūmi held the handle of her mug in one hand while she cradled the other around it as if to warm her fingers while she began to tell the story.

Yūmi was the only child of a family that lived about a thirty-minute drive from the shrine. Her father took over his father’s building company, meaning that while she wasn’t sure if they would qualify as rich, she never remembered any time in which they didn’t have all the money they needed.

But there was a reason Yūmi emphasised they didn’t have financial problems. They had another heavy burden in the form of caring for Yūmi’s grandmother who lived with them.

‘It would have been one thing if she was just bedbound, but she has advanced dementia and yet was still really full of energy. It was hard to get her to eat, she’d spit out her medicine, pull out her IV. You couldn’t take your eyes off her for a second. I helped how I could, of course, but it was hardest on my mum. She was always burned out.’

But that struggle came to an end this past spring. Her grandmother’s symptoms had progressed so far she was having trouble moving, and they finally found a care home to take her in. Yūmi visited her sometimes, but her dementia was so bad that she rarely recognised her granddaughter. The entire family agreed it was likely they would soon be saying goodbye to her.

‘If I’m being entirely honest, though, it was kind of a relief. We could finally get back to living a normal life. And Mum can use her time for herself. I could get a part-time job without worrying about my family. That is what happened, but . . .’ Her tone dropped then, and she said, ‘But then something else came along to worry me. My dad’s been acting weird. I found out three months ago he’s been doing some suspicious things.’

‘What sort of suspicious things?’ Reito asked, setting down the mug he’d been about to drink from.

‘There’s this older guy named Mr Yamada that my dad’s worked with for years. He told me that lately my dad’s been going off somewhere, and nobody knows where. Whenever he goes somewhere for work, Dad writes where he’s going on a board in the office, but there have been times when they’ve called his mobile while he was out but couldn’t reach him. Then they tried calling wherever it was he went, but they said he never came. When Mr Yamada asked my dad about it afterwards, my dad just said plans changed and he had to go somewhere else. It’s happened several times, I guess. Mr Yamada estimates it happens once every three weeks or so.’

‘That is suspicious. Does your mum know about it?’

‘Not as far as I know. I haven’t told her, and Mr Yamada said he hasn’t either.’

‘Why did he tell you?’

‘I don’t know for sure, but I imagine he just wanted to talk to someone about it.’

Reito nodded. He could kind of understand how Mr Yamada felt. ‘So, what then? Did you hire a private investigator?’

Reito meant it as a joke, but Yūmi nodded grimly. ‘I wanted to, but I don’t have that kind of money. I decided to investigate it myself. I was on break from uni, so I had plenty of time.’

So, Yūmi was at university.

‘How are you doing this investigation?’ Reito asked.

‘The first thing I did was hide a GPS tracker on his car.’

‘A tracker?’ His eyes went wide. ‘Taking this serious from the get-go.’

Reito had heard that GPS trackers had become common lately for parents to know where their children were or for families to keep an eye on elderly members of the family who had a tendency to wander, but he’d never spoken to someone who was actually using one.

‘I am serious about this,’ Yūmi said. The one she was using let her see the tracker’s location in real time on her smartphone. Its accuracy varied depending on surrounding conditions but was generally accurate within fifty metres.

‘What a convenient world we live in,’ said Reito. ‘But why put it in his car?’

‘Our house is built right next to the company’s office, meaning we share parking. Mr Yamada says that when my dad does weird things, he uses his own car, not the company car. I decided I could get a general idea of where he went if I put the GPS in his car. And it lasts a whole day on one charge.’

‘Okay. So, what did you learn?’

Yūmi set down her mug and held up two fingers in a V for victory. ‘The first Friday after I started using the GPS tracker he did the same suspicious thing as before. He left during work in his own car, just like Mr Yamada said he did. When I looked at the tracking, I saw he went to a paid car park near Kichijōji Station. The car was there for a little over an hour, and he returned to work straight after leaving the car park.’

‘Huh. So, the question is where did he go after leaving the car in that car park?’

‘Exactly.’ She pointed at him. ‘It’d be best if I could put the tracker in his clothes, but there’s no way I could make sure he wouldn’t find it. Which means my only option was to tail him myself. The problem with that was that I needed to be at the car park before my dad got there, and that’s why I had no choice but to wait in a coffee shop near Kichijōji Station.’

‘Wait? Every day?’

‘I obviously couldn’t do every day. Just every Thursday and Friday. I had a feeling it was going to be one of those days.’

Maybe that was just a woman’s intuition. ‘What happened in the end?’

‘It was the Friday two weeks after I started using the tracker. I was checking my phone thinking today was going to be another bust, but then he went on the move.’

Her dark eyes darted about as she recounted the events of the day.

It was a thirty-minute drive from the Saji home to Kichijōji, and a ten-minute walk from the coffee shop where Yūmi was waiting to the car park in question. Once she was certain he was coming to Kichijōji based on the direction the tracker was showing on her phone, she left the coffee shop. As she walked to the car park, she put on the kind of mask people wear when they have a cough and pulled her newsboy cap down low over her eyes. She’d bought the cap especially, so her father wouldn’t recognise her.

She hid in the shadows between buildings as she kept an eye on the car park and, sure enough, it wasn’t long before Toshiaki’s car pulled in. His lack of hesitation as he pulled up to the gate made it seem like he was used to coming here.

He got out of the car and started walking as if he knew exactly where he was going. A few minutes later, he entered a new, cream-coloured block of flats. The building was probably five storeys tall by the look of it. Toshiaki had pressed the intercom at the entrance, and the door unlocked.

Nearby was a coffee shop that looked like it hadn’t changed in decades. Yūmi went in there and researched the block of flats Toshiaki had gone into. According to the estate agent’s website, most of the apartments were one-bedroom flats with dining and living areas as well as a kitchen. Each flat was more than forty square metres, and the building was only five years old. The fact that it was also a few minutes’ walk away from a station meant rent was expensive, more than 150,000 yen a month.

After about an hour had passed, Yūmi went back to the flats to keep watch from a short way off. Based on what Mr Yamada told her and her experience from last time, she had a feeling Toshiaki was going to be coming out soon.

Just as she expected, he exited the building not long after. Alone. He looked in high spirits.

‘That is definitely suspicious,’ Reito said. He snapped his fingers. ‘It’s a woman. He’s got his lover set up in a nice flat, no doubt about it. Pretty bold of him to sneak out of work for a rendezvous with her.’

‘Don’t act like you’ve made some sort of huge discovery. I suspected as much from the very beginning,’ Yūmi said with an annoyed scowl. ‘I told you I thought he was going to do something on either Thursday or Friday. Those are both days my mum is out. She has her yoga class on Thursday and flower arranging on Friday. I figured he didn’t want Mum noticing he’d taken the car somewhere.’

‘Oh. Okay, but really? Yoga and flower arranging? Pretty elegant lifestyle your mum has.’

‘She’s spent years running herself into the ground caring for my grandma. I think she’s due a bit of pampering.’

‘I never said it was a bad thing. But anyway, that sort of settles the whole matter, doesn’t it? I know it sucks to hear it, but he’s having an affair. I can’t think of any other explanation.’

‘Obviously I think that’s the most likely explanation as well, but that’s exactly why I haven’t said anything to Mum. I need to find hard evidence before she realises what’s going on, confront Dad with it, and make him break things off with his other woman.’

Reito’s eyes grew wide. Those were bold words. It was hard to imagine someone with her petite face and slender frame being so relentless, but relentless she was.

Yūmi picked up her mug, took a drink of her hot chocolate, then cocked her head to the side. ‘The weird thing is that he didn’t have a key for the flat.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I told you he pressed the intercom to get someone to buzz him in, which means he doesn’t have a key, right? You’d think that wouldn’t be the case if it was his lover’s flat.’

‘Maybe. Maybe they’re just not at that stage yet or something,’ Reito said, and Yūmi set her mug down and let out a snort of laughter.

‘What in the world are you saying? There’s no way.’

‘Why not?’

‘If she is his lover, then who do you think is paying the rent for the flat? Him, obviously. How could he not have a key if he’s the one paying rent?’

‘It’s not for sure he’s the one paying rent.’

She shook her head in exasperation and looked up at the ceiling before looking back at Reito. ‘Of course he is. And he’s not just paying rent, he’s giving her money for spending. Why would anyone want to be that old man’s lover if he wasn’t?’ she said as if there was no possible counterargument.

Reito thought to argue that maybe she wasn’t with him for the money, maybe she actually loved him, but stopped himself. He had a feeling Yūmi would belittle him even more if he said that. ‘I guess,’ he said instead. ‘But maybe he just doesn’t carry it with him all the time. Could be bad if you or your mum found it.’

‘Finally a sensible contribution,’ said Yūmi with a sigh. ‘I suppose that is a possibility. But men who have lovers tend to be possessive and jealous. He’d want to have a key so he could be certain she wasn’t cheating on him.’

Reito felt like she was making a lot of assumptions, but there was some logic to it as well. ‘Do you think he’s meeting with someone else? Not some lover?’

‘I can’t say for sure. Normally, I would say the most likely explanation is an affair. But, like I said, if you consider the fact that he doesn’t have a key, it starts to make me think it could be something else.’

‘If he’s not seeing a lover, what is he doing?’

‘I don’t know. That’s why I’m investigating. I did find one other interesting thing about his actions. Dad goes out a lot in the evening for dinner meetings and he’s usually drunk when he comes home. He obviously doesn’t drive in those cases, but he’s been going out in the evenings once or twice a month in the car, and he doesn’t smell of alcohol when he comes home those times. He says he just went out with clients that don’t drink but he won’t give me any names. I thought that was odd, so I used the GPS tracker like before to find out where he’s going. Any guesses where he went? His first stop was a ramen joint. Then he went to the cinema.’

‘So what? All that means is he wanted ramen and to go see a film alone.’

‘No, it just so happens, because there’s more. It was half nine when he left the cinema, and then he went somewhere else, somewhere I never expected.’

He finally realised what she was getting at. He pointed to the floor and said, ‘Was it maybe a desolate old shrine with a big camphor tree?’

She nodded emphatically. ‘I think he was just killing time with the ramen and cinema because Mum and I would be suspicious if he left the house late at night. I looked Tsukisato Shrine up on the internet and learned some people into the spiritual craze think it’s some sort of power spot. Or, rather, that the big camphor tree behind the shrine is, that your wish comes true if you make it inside the tree. But I have no idea why my dad would come somewhere like this. He’s not exactly a believer of that sort of thing. And this late at night?’

‘And so, you followed him to find out what he was doing?’

‘Exactly.’ She nodded. ‘Do you understand how I feel, wanting to follow him and spy on him?’

‘I mean, I guess I kind of do.’

‘But I haven’t found answers to any of my questions yet. What was that creepy humming?’

Reito shrugged. ‘I have no clue. I told you, I haven’t had this job for long.’

He then told her to wait a second while he pulled a binder from the cabinet next to the table. This contained the communion schedule. It listed reservation name, time, how long they would be communing, and more.

‘According to this,’ he said, ‘your dad started coming to commune about six months ago. He sometimes comes once a month and sometimes two days in a row, like this time.’

‘Six months ago? That was around when Grandma moved into the care home. I wonder if it’s related somehow.’ Yūmi folded her arms and looked around the small room before saying, ‘Hey. It is just a superstition, right? The whole thing about the camphor tree granting your wish?’

Reito wasn’t sure what to say. Honestly, he thought the same as her, but considering his job, he probably shouldn’t be saying that out loud.

‘So? What do you think?’ she asked again.

‘Uh . . .’ He put the binder back in the cabinet and scratched the back of his neck. ‘I looked it up online just like you. Sounds like the tree can grant all sorts of wishes, like getting you into your first-choice uni, curing illness, whatever. Lots of people say it.’

‘I know that much. But deep down, those people know they just studied hard or were lucky, right? But that’s boring, so they wrap it up in this spiritualism. Don’t you think?’

‘Maybe. I can’t really say for sure.’

She frowned, dissatisfied with his response. ‘Okay, then tell me this: anyone can pray during the day, right? But you need a reservation to do it at night, and no one else can go near the camphor tree when someone is praying. Why?’

‘I don’t really know how to answer that. It’s just the rules.’

She shook her head in frustration. ‘I’m asking why those rules exist in the first place. Is it because it’s more effective at night? If you make your wish then, will it actually come true?’ she demanded as if interrogating him.

‘I don’t know. I’ve said it a billion times, I just started working here. All I know is that the proper communions are done at night.’

‘I thought so. And my dad knows that, which is why he comes here at night. But what is he praying for? And what is with that weird humming?’ She sounded like she was talking more to herself than him.

‘I told you earlier today that you should just ask him directly. That would be the quickest way.’

Yūmi let out a heavy sigh like he simply didn’t understand. ‘If he were going to just answer questions about this, he wouldn’t be bothering to keep it all secret. There’s something he wants to keep hidden from us. Making the mistake of asking won’t just mean he doesn’t answer, it’ll mean he’ll be even more cautious in the future.’

Reito groaned as he realised she was right. He glanced at the clock and started. Quite some time had passed, and it was nearly time for Toshiaki to come out from the camphor tree. He let Yūmi know, and she reluctantly stood.

‘You’re going to help me now, right? I told you everything,’ she said.

‘I don’t mind helping, but what can I even do? And before you ask, no, I can’t ask him what his communion’s about.’

Yūmi frowned and dropped her gaze to the floor. ‘I can’t think of anything at the moment. I’ll think of something.’

‘Okay.’

‘And can I ask you a question?’ She held up a finger.

‘What?’

‘You keep calling it “communing”. Why? Wouldn’t you normally call it praying if they’re asking for something?’

Reito shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Doesn’t commune mean to, like, communicate with a god or something the same way praying does? We just say commune here, I guess. I figured it meant the same thing and picked it up.’

‘Hm, that’s all?’ She looked unconvinced but didn’t push the matter.

They exchanged contact details then left the shrine office. Yūmi had driven there in one of the company’s light pickup trucks. Several minutes after she left, Toshiaki appeared from the bushes.

Reito greeted him and bowed. ‘Did it go well?’ he asked.

‘Not too bad,’ Toshiaki said with a satisfied smile.

Reito wanted to know what the humming was about but couldn’t ask. It was strictly forbidden for him to go near the camphor tree while someone was in there.

‘I’ve made a reservation for next month as well,’ Toshiaki said.

‘Yes. I look forward to seeing you then.’

They said goodnight, and Toshiaki walked off. Reito remembered the humming as he watched him go. It was stuck in his head. Yūmi had called it creepy, but he thought it actually had quite a nice melody.
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The next morning, Reito checked his phone to find an email from his grandmother. It had arrived late the night before, but he hadn’t noticed. He wasn’t really checking his emails these days because he got a lot of spam. He wished his grandmother would just message him using a social media app like everyone else, but maybe he should be happy that someone close to eighty years old could even manage email.

He opened the email and read:

Good evening Reito,

I hope you’re keeping well. How are you getting along with Aunt Chifune? I thought I’d send you an email since I haven’t heard from you in a while. If you ever need anything, just let me know.

Love,

Grandma

The message was brief, but he could just imagine her toiling away at the keyboard with her reading glasses, doing her best to write it.

After a moment’s thought, he replied:

Morning Grandma,

I just saw your email. I’m doing all right. Getting by, anyway. I think things are going pretty well with Aunt Chifune, too.

Make sure you take care of yourself, too, Grandma.

Love,

Reito

Once his email had been sent, he slipped his phone into the pocket of his samue, picked up his usual cleaning supplies and left the shrine office. His day was starting yet again with raking leaves.

If his grandmother saw him now, she’d be so shocked. He could just imagine the look on her face. He’d seen her the night he’d been released from custody. He’d contacted her after meeting Chifune in the hotel, and she’d been ecstatic when he told her he’d been released and wanted to see him as soon as possible.

She lived in Edogawa in an old wooden house, built probably about fifty years ago. It was one of the few assets his grandfather had left her when he died, and Reito had lived there with her until he finished school.

When he saw her that night, she told him she had been so worried because she hadn’t known what had led to his arrest and or what would happen afterwards. All she could think to do was contact Chifune. Chifune had told Reito there was an agreement that she contact her in case someone from the family did something that might harm the Yanagisawa name and his grandmother was simply abiding by that rule, but apparently that hadn’t actually factored into her decision. She simply had no one else she could turn to for help.

When Reito said he never knew he had an aunt, she said with an apologetic look, ‘You met her when your mother died, but I never fully explained the situation.’

‘Why didn’t you tell me about her?’ he asked.

She started to say something but stumbled over her words before managing, ‘Things are complicated. Chifune has a different surname, after all. I’m sure she told you that your grandfather left the Yanagisawa family when he married me, but Chifune stayed. That made it feel like their connection had weakened. We saw her when there were big events in our lives, but we were never really a family. And even though Chifune and Michie were half-sisters, there was a twenty-year age difference. I’m not sure they ever really felt like real sisters.’

Reito then told her about the odd role Chifune had asked him to take on, but she’d never heard about the keeper of the camphor tree either.

‘She called me two days after I told her you’d been arrested,’ she said. ‘She said that, after looking into things, she believed she could keep you out of prison if we let her handle things. I asked her to do everything she could, and she said there was a condition, that you would have to go with her. She asked me if I was all right with that, assuming she had your agreement as well, of course. I asked her what that was about, but she absolutely insisted she couldn’t tell me at the time, but that she wouldn’t be having you do anything bad, and so I agreed. I was curious what she would have you do . . . Keeper of the camphor tree? I wonder what that is.’

The day after having that conversation with his grandmother, Chifune brought him to the shrine. Once night had come, he called his grandmother to tell her about it.

‘You’re looking after a shrine and a camphor tree?’ she’d asked in disbelief. ‘Why would Chifune be having you do something like that?’

‘I have no idea. But I don’t have any choice but to do what she says,’ he said and heard her sigh.

‘I suppose not. There must be some reason why she’d insist on having you do this. Well, make sure you listen to her and keep yourself out of trouble.’

‘I will, Grandma,’ he said, and they ended the call.

That was the last time he’d spoken to her. After that, he just received the occasional email from her, apparently whenever she remembered him.

He imagined she didn’t know anything about the keeper of the camphor tree, but the fact that she’d never told him about Chifune meant things between them had to be seriously complicated, and he was certain she was still hiding that from him. He also had the vague feeling that whatever it was, it was in some way connected to him and the fact he existed.

He’d never known his father. His only family was his mother, Michie, and his grandmother, Fumi. They told him his father died when he was very young.

Michie was the one who supported the family financially. When evening came, she would begin applying her makeup, then she’d leave before dinner and return late at night. When Reito woke in the morning, she would be beside him, sleeping like the dead. There was no doubt she was exhausted, but Reito paid no mind as a child and would shake her awake. Her eyes would crack open, and she’d say good morning with a smile. Sometimes she’d even pull him into a hug.

She died while he was in early primary school. She had been so beautiful and energetic, and then suddenly wasted away. She was in and out of hospital until she took her last breath. He wasn’t entirely certain at what point he’d steeled himself for the inevitability of her death, but he remembered that when it had hit him, he’d gone out on the roof of the school and sobbed. He reprimanded himself for crying. He had this vague feeling that it was wrong of him to cry in front of his mother and grandmother.

He didn’t know what her illness was at the time. His grandmother told him later it was breast cancer. It was apparently the sort of thing that had a high probability of survival if caught early, but they hadn’t caught it early with his mother.

After she died, Reito continued to live with his grandmother, just the two of them. He didn’t remember having any significant money troubles before that point, but now they were eating completely different food, and his grandmother was getting his clothes from other people. Even his child brain could figure out they were now poor. He felt a little bad then for hating it so much when his mother used to come home drunk late at night.

It was his third year in middle school when he learned the reason he had no father wasn’t that he had died when Reito was young, but rather that he had simply never had a legally recognised father in the first place. He went to the town hall for a copy of his family register so he could register for his secondary school entrance exams and thought it odd the space for his father’s name was blank.

He asked his grandmother about it, and she explained things, saying she knew he would ask someday. Reito’s father was a regular customer of the hostess club his mother worked at, but he was married with children, so couldn’t marry Reito’s mother. He did provide for them a little but unfortunately died in a car crash when Reito was still young.

Reito wanted to know more about him. What was his name? Where did he work? What did he do? But his grandmother wouldn’t tell him. She said knowing would do him no good and she didn’t know much anyway.

‘When Michie told me she was pregnant, I suggested it might not be best to carry the child to term. She said the father wouldn’t officially recognise you as his but would provide for you financially. I said you can’t trust that sort of talk, but she insisted he was more responsible than that. And she insisted that even if something happened and she could no longer rely on his support, then she’d just have to make do, even raise you on her own if she needed to. It seemed she wanted to bring you into this world no matter what and would never even consider an abortion. I couldn’t very well argue with her if she was so determined.’

What his grandmother was trying to tell him was that Michie hadn’t taken the decision to become a single mother lightly. She’d really thought it through.

But that wasn’t enough for Reito. If his mother had felt that way, why hadn’t she lived longer and built a happy home for him, her only son? How could she be so irresponsible and leave this world on her own, throwing him into this life of poverty?

He was of course well aware that it was ridiculous of him to be angry about that. It wasn’t like his mother had wanted breast cancer. He fully knew that, but that didn’t erase his frustration.

He started to think of himself as an orphan. He’d been alone since the moment he was born. There was no one he could rely on. He had no choice but to survive on his own.

After finishing middle school, he went to a local public secondary school that focused on teaching skills for use in the manufacturing industry. It seemed the easiest way of getting a job. His first job out of school was at a company in Chiba that manufactured food, though it wasn’t as though he was interested in food or cooking. He settled on that job because the company offered cheap flats to its employees rather than an employee dorm. He had an itch to move out of his grandmother’s house. He didn’t want to be a burden on her, and he just felt he needed to become independent as soon as possible.

Reito was assigned to the maintenance department. His primary job was doing regular inspections of the equipment used in processing the food. They were old machines, so they were constantly running poorly, but they absolutely had to maintain their targets because they had delivery due dates to meet. When he and his coworkers couldn’t handle something, they’d have to call in engineers from the machinery’s manufacturer and accompany them whenever they were on site. There were plenty of times when he had to work on repairing a machine overnight, then spend all the next day standing there monitoring it to make sure it was operating properly.

Even so, it was actually a somewhat fulfilling job. His coworkers would bring him along for drinks after work, and no one minded that he was still under the legal drinking age.

After working there for two years, there was an incident when a foreign object ended up in the food. It was just a piece of the plastic used for the packaging that somehow got mixed in. Something like that should never be able to happen, however, as the sensors should have detected it.

Someone claimed a maintenance failure was the source of the problem, and Reito was the one responsible for that machine.

He wasn’t so convinced, however. There were other explanations he could think of for how that plastic got in, with the most likely being that the line worker intentionally disabled the sensor. Everyone knew the more experienced workers did that sometimes in order to increase their efficiency, but no one discussed the possibility. Reito argued with his boss, but he was simply told to be quiet as he had no proof that was the cause.

They quickly assigned him to another area. Now he was responsible for maintaining the operation of things like the plant’s heating and cooling as well as the water. It was essentially swapping out filters and fluorescent tubes or cleaning the entire plant. He didn’t think of these responsibilities as inferior to what he’d been doing before, but he hated that it was like they were telling him they couldn’t trust him with the equipment that processed the food. As far as he remembered, he never half-assed his job.

It was around that time that he bumped into Sazaki, someone he went to secondary school with. He was just walking through town when Sazaki shouted his name. What surprised Reito was the fact that he was wearing a suit and driving a luxury car.

After finishing secondary school, Sazaki had gone to work for a shipping company, but soon quit as he felt the job didn’t suit him. He was now working in a hostess club as what was called a ‘black suit’, a man whose duties ranged from cleaning and serving drinks to mediating conflicts between clients and the hostesses. They even sometimes worked as chauffeurs, as was the case with Sazaki. The high-end car he was driving belonged to the manager.

When Reito told Sazaki how frustrated he was with his job, Sazaki said, ‘Just quit then. There are plenty of jobs out there. No reason for you to put up with that shit just to stay there.’

He went on to say the club he worked at was hiring, so he could introduce Reito if he wanted. Reito asked what Sazaki made working there. It was more than twice what he made.

They parted ways with Reito saying he’d think about it, but the prospect only grew more tantalising as time went on. He was curious about what the nightlife industry was like. His mother had earned their living through that kind of work, but it was a world he knew barely anything about.

On the one hand, he had this intriguing prospect, while on the other, his current job was still treating him like scum. The incident with the plastic in the food had been closed, with the official explanation being that it was a result of Reito’s mistake. The company had even issued an ‘apology’ to that effect and published it on their website.

Everyone avoided eye contact with Reito when he was at work because they were afraid they’d draw attention from the company if they made the mistake of getting involved with him. The people he’d believed to be on his side drifted away, one by one. He wasn’t even angry because the whole thing was just so stupid.

Reito tried asking Sazaki if he really meant it when he said he could get him hired at the club. Sazaki’s response came immediately. It told Reito to come in for an interview.

He did just that and was hired on the spot. He was going to start as a trainee that night. Sazaki lent him a suit, but Reito was having a hard time keeping up with the fast-moving events. He focused on nothing else but the work, and it took everything he had just to follow the directions he was given.

His first experience with nightlife was dazzling and overflowing with energy, though it was quickly apparent that this workplace was a cruel one where people struggled against each other to survive. The girls in their gorgeous clothes overwhelmed him with their ability to switch instantly between the mask they used with clients and the face they showed the club workers.

He gave his notice at the food company after three days of working in the club. His boss didn’t try to convince him to stay but he did ask if Reito had another job lined up. He gave a snort of laughter when Reito said he did, and it was at a food establishment.

That was the start of his career as a black suit. His responsibilities were varied, from cleaning the club floor and scrubbing the toilets to going to buy food and drink. There was a mountain of tasks that needed doing before the club even opened for the day. Then once it did open, war broke out. He had to ready tables, prepare drinks, show clients to their tables, take their luggage and things, run errands, see clients out, sweep the dirty floors, clear away glasses and dishes, and if he didn’t do it fast enough, he got shouted at. The clients were on top of the dog pile in a hostess club. Then came the mama-san, the woman who acted as a sort of manager of the hostesses. The hostesses were just below her, and the club manager – who you would have expected to be higher ranked – was near the bottom. The black suits were all the way down in the gutters. It was no wonder they got bossed around.

Even so, Reito imagined the stress he experienced as a black suit was nothing in comparison to what the girls had as hostesses. They competed so fiercely sparks flew, making Reito hesitant to approach.

The girls were ‘independent operators’. They made their money by essentially borrowing a table at the club and seeing their own clients, meaning there were several competing providers of the same service under one roof.

Reito had mixed feelings when he considered the fact that his mother would have fought under these same conditions. She’d used her femininity as a tool to provide men with a false love in exchange for money, and that was the money he’d lived on. That thought made him think it was only appropriate for someone like him to end up a dogsbody in this world.

But even if all the girls were called hostesses, there were different types, some of whom lacked the professional attitude of the others. Reito got drawn in by one of those. She asked him to escort her to her room, where she pulled him inside and surprised him with unexpected kisses.

‘Sazaki says you’ve never been laid,’ she said. The directness of the question made his heart pound, which seemed to be exactly the reaction she was going for. ‘Let’s go,’ she whispered. ‘I’ll teach you all sorts of things.’

He was thrown off balance, left reeling. The one thing they drilled into him when he started was that you do not touch the girls. He said as much and tried to pull away.

‘They have to say that, but they don’t mean it,’ she said. ‘No one will know if we don’t tell. It’ll be our little secret. Or do you not want me?’ Her voluptuous body pressed against him, her lips so close they nearly brushed his.

That wily hostess bewitched him. A young man like him with no experience with women had no chance of holding his ground. He caved immediately.

The experience was incredible. For several days after, he felt like he was living in a dream, and he found himself looking for her at the club whenever he was working.

But it didn’t take long for him to realise it had been a trap. Sazaki sent him a message saying they needed to meet. Reito was surprised when he saw him in the coffee shop. His hair had been shaved completely off.

Sazaki glared at him like it was his fault. ‘You touched Nana,’ he said.

Reito gaped. How did he know?

‘Never trust a hostess,’ Sazaki said. ‘She doesn’t lose anything if it gets out. It’s the man who gets thrown out.’

He explained that the hostess, Nana, had put a post on social media: ‘Had some fresh fruit the other day for the first time in a while. It really does taste different.’ People who knew her knew she meant she had sex with a virgin. So obviously the question then became, who with?

‘How’d they find out it was me?’ Reito asked, and Sazaki shook his head in exasperation.

‘Any idiot who sees how you act in the club can tell. You look at Nana differently. The manager discreetly asked her some question. She didn’t admit it, but she didn’t deny it either, and that was enough. You’re done.’

Reito raked his hands through his hair. ‘It was just once. I swear I’ll never go along with anyone’s invitation again.’

Sazaki shook his head. ‘I’m getting the impression you think the nightlife industry is some sort of casual gig. Don’t take this world lightly. You’ve proven you can’t be trusted here. They nearly fired me too because I’m the one who brought you in.’

The shaved head was his punishment that allowed him to avoid that.

‘I’m sorry,’ Reito said.

‘I’m not the one you should be apologising to. What restaurant’s going to serve food their employees got their fingers in to taste? It was the clients you betrayed.’

There was nothing Reito could say to that.

Sazaki sighed and said, ‘I’ll pay for the coffee, but you should forget about your remaining wages. Normally they’d ask you to pay them in a situation like this.’ He picked up the bill and left.

Reito was so shocked by it all that he couldn’t stand for some time. It wasn’t being fired that bothered him so much, it was how pathetic he was for not being able to argue. Sazaki was completely right. He hadn’t consciously taken his work in the nightlife industry lightly, but, in some corner of his mind, he did look down on it. He didn’t have a professional attitude because he didn’t think much of the job itself. If he had, he would never have taken Nana up on her offer.

He spent the next two months doing nothing. Once he was scraping the bottom of what little savings he’d had, he could no longer pay rent, and his landlord told him to get out. There was no talking his way out of it this time since he’d been late with rent several times before.

As reluctant as he was, he started looking for another job, which was when he found Toyoda Machinery. He was grateful they had employee dorms, though he discovered the room was horrifyingly small when he actually moved in.

But, in the end, they made him quit that job, too. He didn’t regret losing it since he was fed up with working under such immoral management, but he was made even more uncertain about his future.

He still remembered what that solicitor Yoshinori Iwamoto had said to him: ‘After I finished negotiations with Mr Toyoi, he said that there are some defective machines that keep breaking no matter how many times you repair them. He said you were the same, inherently defective. He said you would someday do something even worse and end up in prison.’

He went on to tell Reito to live his life in a way that proved Toyoi wrong, which prompted Reito to ask how he should do that. He hadn’t been able to find the answer to that question, not then, and not now.
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Shortly before noon, Chifune came to the shrine. She had a small handbag slung across her body and more bags in her hands, one a black tote and the other a paper bag.

‘I thought we might have lunch together,’ she said as she handed Reito the paper bag. It had takeaway boxes of grilled eel and rice inside. Reito hadn’t had that in years.

‘I’d love to,’ he said as he took the paper bag and practically skipped back to the shrine office.

The two of them sat across from each other at the table and ate, Reito nearly in tears at the sheer deliciousness of the eel. He was almost afraid of the moment when he’d finished and it was all gone, but he couldn’t slow his chopsticks down. He devoured it in the blink of an eye.

Chifune saw that and pushed her container towards him. There was nearly half remaining.

‘Are you sure?’ he asked.

‘Old women like me don’t eat much.’

‘Well, if you don’t mind.’ He pulled the container towards him and picked up his chopsticks again.

Just as he was about to start eating again, Chifune said, ‘Your chopsticks.’

He looked up. ‘What?’

‘The way you hold your chopsticks,’ she said, practically glaring at his right hand. ‘It’s odd.’

‘Oh, that?’ he said as he crossed his chopsticks. ‘People mention sometimes, how I’m so good at using them.’

‘That’s not good. It’s poor etiquette. Fix it.’

‘What? Now?’

‘Did Michie never say anything about how oddly you hold your chopsticks?’

‘I don’t remember her ever mentioning it. But we didn’t eat together that much. I mean, she was always working.’

‘And what about Fumi?’

‘Grandma’s too nice. She’d never complain about something like that.’

‘It seems you were coddled growing up.’

‘I’m not sure I’d say that . . .’

‘Well, either way, you need to fix it.’ She picked up the chopsticks she’d been using and stretched her arm towards him. ‘Here, this is your example.’

‘What does it matter how I hold my chopsticks? It’s not like I’m struggling with them.’

‘Appearances are important. You may have to use chopsticks in front of others at some point, after all. Come on, fix it.’ She urged him with a wave of her chopstick-holding hand.

He sighed and adjusted his hold on his chopsticks. It wasn’t like he didn’t know the right way.

‘See, you can do it if you try,’ Chifune said.

‘But this way’s harder.’

‘You’ll be fine once you get used to it. And if I ever see you holding your chopsticks in that strange way, I’ll never bring you grilled eel again.’

‘All right, whatever.’

‘No “whatever” please.’

He looked at her. ‘All right.’

Clumsily wielding his chopsticks, he started again at the grilled eel.

Chifune went into her handbag and brought out a planner with a yellow cover. She flipped through it, glancing at its contents, then turned back towards Reito. ‘Are you getting used to the job?’

He swallowed what was in his mouth and said, ‘Yeah, sort of. Raking up all the leaves is a pain.’

‘I don’t mean the day work. I mean the night watch. It’s been two weeks since you began handling that on your own. How is it going?’

For the first few days after he came here, Chifune had been with him for the night watch. He started by observing her interacting with the visitors, then he took over while she kept an eye on him once he’d learned the gist. He’d only been doing it on his own for about two weeks, as she said.

‘It’s going,’ he said. ‘Some people were confused that there’s a new keeper of the camphor tree, but they all seem to accept it when I say I’m related to you.’

‘That’s good.’

‘Oh, yeah, before I forget . . .’ He set down his chopsticks and opened a drawer on the desk. He took out a wad of envelopes containing the candle fees and put it in front of Chifune, but she didn’t reach for it.

‘You keep that,’ she said.

‘Me?’

‘As the keeper of the camphor tree, you may find yourself with unexpected expenses. You also need money for food and other things. Use it for that.’

‘You mean, I can use this however I want?’

‘You can. However, in exchange, I won’t give you more if you run out.’

Reito didn’t respond right away. He didn’t know what to say. He couldn’t decide if this was a good deal for him or not but decided for the time being to just agree and put the envelopes back in the drawer.

He began eating the grilled eel again, while Chifune drank green tea from a bottle. Reito felt uneasy for some reason and hurriedly scarfed down the rest of the food and thanked her for it.

She didn’t respond. Her eyes were looking around, off into the distance. Perhaps she was thinking.

He thanked her again, and she blinked and started. After looking to the sides, she picked up the yellow planner. She opened it, stared at it, then looked up at Reito.

‘Can you use computers?’ she asked.

‘Depends on what for. If it’s a program I’ve never used, it’ll take some time before I figure out how to use it.’

She picked the black tote bag off the floor and set it on the table then pulled out a laptop. ‘For a very long time, the shrine has been keeping handwritten records, but that has become difficult to manage. If we can digitise the records, we can easily search them, and it’ll be easier to organise them, so I’ve been entering them into the computer. I haven’t made much progress, however, with how busy I am. I’d like to ask your help.’

Reito pulled the laptop towards him and opened it. On the desktop was a folder called Communion Records that contained what looked like text files. He opened one and found a long list of names along with dates and contact information.

He looked up at the cabinet on the wall. There were a whole lot of binders there, each one with a label that said Communion Records and the fiscal year. Each binder held one fiscal year.

‘You want me to put all of that into the computer?’ he asked.

‘Yes. What do you think?’

‘The actual work isn’t all that hard, it’s just . . .’ He looked up at the cabinet again. ‘There’re a lot.’

‘And that’s not all of them. I have even older ones in my house, decades’ worth, but I’d like you to start with the most recent decade. There’s no real deadline. Will you help?’

‘All right, sure. I’ll do it,’ he said then looked at the screen. ‘Uh, can I ask something?’

‘What is it?’

‘The night-time visits are clustered in certain periods. There’s a spike every two weeks with almost nothing in between. I looked at past records and it’s been like that for a long time.’

‘That’s right. Do you know why that is?’

‘I have an idea . . .’

‘Let’s hear it.’

‘I think it has something to do with the moon. Last night when Toshiaki Saji came, he looked up at the moon and said he had a good feeling about that night. It was a full moon last night. So, I looked it up, and the bookings are clustered around the night of the full moon and the couple of days before or after. Mr Saji always comes on a full moon or right around then.’

‘You’ve finally noticed,’ Chifune said like she was testing him. ‘But there’s a full moon only once a month. You just said there are two spikes a month with two weeks in between. Those two statements don’t agree.’

‘You’re right, but then I looked up when the other peak was, and it was when there was no moon. A new moon. So, am I on to something?’

Chifune looked pleased as she nodded. ‘You’re spot on. The nights of the full and new moon are best suited for communing. The visitors know, and so they all try to get reservations in that time frame.’

‘What do you mean those nights are best suited?’

‘Exactly what it sounds like. Communion is most effective then.’

‘Effective? Like, your wish is more likely to come true?’

After a moment, Chifune nodded. ‘I suppose you could look at it that way.’

Reito groaned and folded his arms. ‘Those people really believe this stuff? That if they commune with the camphor tree, their wish will come true?’

Chifune’s back straightened, and she took in a long, slow breath before saying, ‘It sounds like you don’t believe.’

He thought of how to respond to that, thinking it would do him no good to stumble over his words right now. ‘I think it’s a superstition, a made-up story . . . I guess I’ll just be blunt and say it. No, I don’t believe it. Something like that couldn’t possibly be real. I don’t care how holy the tree is, it’s still just a big tree. Wishes don’t just come true. That doesn’t happen.’

Chifune’s expression darkened, but he carried on.

‘I mean, that’s what it’s like with all religion, isn’t it? Some people think the believers will be saved. But, you know, I’ve gone to shrines at the new year like you’re supposed to. I’ve thrown in my coins, put my hands together, and prayed. But I never once seriously believed I’d get whatever it was I was asking for. But these people, the people who come to the camphor tree, they don’t give me that impression. They’re serious, like, they’ve been totally sucked in. They’re not taking this lightly at all. I know I probably shouldn’t say this as the person showing them in, but it’s kind of weird, scary even. That’s why I’m asking if they really do believe in it.’

Once he was done, Chifune leaned back in her chair and looked up at the ceiling. Her expression was calm once more, but there was a hard edge in her eyes, as if she was uncertain if she should take the plunge with something or not.

After a long moment, she looked again at Reito. ‘Do you know why it’s twice?’ she asked.

‘Twice?’

‘The periods when people come to the camphor tree. You noticed it happens at the full moon and new moon. Do you know what’s different about those times?’

He shook his head. ‘I don’t know. I didn’t even know they were different.’

‘They are.’

‘How? I thought they were just praying to the tree both times.’

‘It’s not that simple.’

‘Then what are they doing?’

Chifune held her head high, her nose tilted up. ‘Communing.’

Reito’s shoulders slumped. ‘But what does that mean? I want to know exactly what communing is.’

‘I don’t think there’s any point in me trying to explain with words. As you are now, you wouldn’t believe me, but you should come to understand someday if you continue as the keeper of the camphor tree.’

She then stood and said they should leave the conversation at that for now as she went to put her planner back in her handbag, but her hands stopped as she changed her mind. She opened it once more and said, ‘You have a visitor coming tonight.’

‘Yeah, uh . . .’ Reito pulled the most recent binder from the cabinet and checked the reservation. ‘A Sōki Oba.’

‘The Oba family has a long history with the Yanagisawa family. Have you heard of the Japanese sweets manufacturer Takumiya Confectionery?’

‘I think I’ve heard the name before. Aren’t they famous for their cream-filled dorayaki or something?’

‘The company is owned by the Oba family.’

‘Huh.’

‘The president passed away three months ago. He had come to commune with the camphor tree several times a year. He wanted to re-examine himself. The person coming tonight is a relative of his. Please try not to do anything rude.’

‘I’ll do my best . . .’

Chifune gave him a cool look, and it was clear from her expression she was questioning whether or not she could trust him with this, but she put her planner in her handbag and said, ‘Then I’ll leave it with you,’ as she walked away.

‘Do they hum?’ Reito asked, and Chifune froze halfway to the door.

‘Hum? What are you talking about?’

‘I heard some weird humming from the camphor tree last night. I was just wondering if humming is part of communing.’

She spun around to face him in anger. ‘You spied on someone in the tree?’

‘No, it just sort of—’

‘I thought I warned you not to. Absolutely no one is to go near the camphor tree while someone is communing, not even you. Have you forgotten that?’

‘No, I know, it was just . . . an accident.’

‘Explain to me how that accidentally happens.’

He was about to start explaining about Yūmi but shut his mouth. This conversation would go faster if he just told her the truth, but he had a feeling Chifune would be opposed to him helping Yūmi and he wanted to avoid that.

‘I saw someone,’ he said after some thought. ‘I saw someone going towards the camphor tree while Mr Saji was communing. I rushed over to stop them.’

‘And then what happened?’ she said with suspicion.

‘There . . . There wasn’t anyone there.’ He wet his lips before continuing. ‘I thought maybe they went into the tree, so I peeked in to check, but Mr Saji was the only person inside. It must have just been a trick of the eye. But I heard him humming something when I was checking, so I wondered what that was about.’

‘I take it he didn’t notice you?’

‘No, it’s okay. I snuck away.’

Chifune huffed then said, ‘I’m not entirely sure whether you’re telling me the truth or that’s a bald-faced lie. Are you sure you weren’t overcome with curiosity and went spying?’

‘No, no, of course not. I’d never do that.’ Reito waved his hands in protest.

She fixed him with a glare. The suspicion was still there in her eyes, but she gave a resigned nod and said, ‘Fine. I’ll trust you, just this once. But be careful. Trust is the most important thing for this job. If someone tells me you spied on them while they were communing, I won’t be able to trust you as the keeper any more. That will of course put me in a difficult position, but you in an even worse one. You may have forgotten, but I paid actual money to have you released and I would need you to pay that back.’

‘I know, I haven’t forgotten.’ He bowed his head several times.

‘Besides, I imagine your eyes were able to trick you because you weren’t focusing on your duties. You were probably absorbed in some game or other, weren’t you?’ She pointed to his phone beside him.

‘No, I mean, sometimes . . .’ Reito scratched his head. She’d jumped to a mistaken conclusion, but this seemed a small price to pay if it meant maintaining her overall trust.

She frowned with disappointment then said firmly, ‘Well, I’m trusting you with this.’

‘I know. Don’t worry. But, um, can I ask another question?’

‘What is it?’

‘Why do we say “commune” rather than just pray or make a wish?’

‘Do you dislike it?’

‘It’s not that. I was just wondering why, like if it meant something. Which is fine, I just—’

‘It does mean something,’ she said quickly. ‘But I think it’s best if I don’t tell you at this point. It’s best if you find the answer yourself.’

‘Uh, okay . . .’

‘Get your shit together,’ she said with finality and left the shrine office.
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It was ten o’clock at night, and Reito was waiting just outside the shrine office as two lights approached the entrance to the shrine grounds. As far as Reito knew, this was the first time multiple people had come to commune with the camphor tree, other than when Yūmi was stalking her father.

Two men appeared from the darkness. One was a small elderly man wearing a coat, and the other was a young man, his hair dyed blond. He looked to be only a few years older than twenty, putting him around Reito’s age, perhaps slightly younger.

‘Mr Oba . . . ?’ Reito looked between the two men.

‘Yes,’ the elderly man responded.

Reito then checked the notes on his phone. ‘The name I have for the person communing tonight is a Mr Sōki Oba. Uh, which of you . . . ?’

The young blond man raised his hand slightly as if this was a waste of his time. He kept his eyes on the ground, not even bothering to look towards Reito. He almost looked like he was sulking.

‘I’m his chaperone,’ the old man said. ‘What with how late it is and considering he’s still underage.’ He handed Reito a business card that said Morio Fukuda, Executive Director, Takumiya Confectionery. ‘If possible,’ he said with a pleasant smile, ‘I’d like to accompany him inside the camphor tree.’

Reito shook his head. ‘I’m sorry. I can’t allow that. She should have explained that when you made your reservation.’

‘She did, but I thought perhaps an exception could be made. He’s only a young man, still underage, after all.’

‘Unfortunately, that doesn’t change things. I’m sorry, this is the one rule we can’t bend.’

Chifune had been very firm on the fact that only one person could enter the camphor tree to commune, and there were absolutely no exceptions.

‘Please, is there really nothing you could do? Sōki even told me he’s uncomfortable doing this alone. If I can’t go in the tree with him, could I at least wait outside? And look,’ he said as he took two envelopes from the inside pocket of his coat. ‘I’ve prepared two candle fees, for the two of us.’

Reito wavered slightly. It was a tempting proposal, considering he was allowed to use the candle fees however he wanted. But still.

‘I’m very sorry, it’s not possible. It’s the rule,’ Reito said.

The smile disappeared from Morio’s face. ‘There’s absolutely no way?’

Reito apologised again and bowed.

Morio let out a heavy sigh that seemed put on, then handed one of the envelopes to the young man. ‘Well, you heard him. Looks like it’s not an option after all. You’ll have to manage on your own. You should know how to do it, since Ms Yanagisawa explained it when we made the reservation.’

The young man took the envelope, looking utterly uninterested in the whole thing. ‘I’ll try, but it probably won’t go well,’ he said.

‘Don’t say that. Believe in yourself and give it a go. Please, Sōki.’

Sōki didn’t respond. He just grimaced.

Reito picked up the paper bag with the candle and matches he’d prepared earlier and handed it to Sōki as he explained the process. ‘I was told your reservation was for an hour. Will that be enough time?’

Sōki didn’t answer. He looked at Morio like he couldn’t decide on his own.

‘That’s right. We’ll start with an hour,’ Morio said. ‘It won’t be a problem if he goes a little longer than that, will it?’

‘No, it’s fine, but the candle I gave him will only last for about an hour. If you want more time, I can get a different candle.’

‘This is fine,’ Sōki said holding up the bag. ‘That means it’s over after an hour, no matter what. That all right?’ The question wasn’t directed at Reito, but at Morio.

‘Yes, that’s all right,’ Morio said.

‘I’ll show you the way,’ Reito said and switched on his torch before starting off with Sōki and Morio following. They continued to the edge of the shrine grounds where they stopped at the entrance to the path through the hedge. ‘This is the entrance to the path leading to the camphor tree,’ he said. ‘It’s a small path so you won’t mistake the direction. If you follow it, you’ll find the tree.’

Sōki nodded.

‘Please make sure you’re careful with the flame at all times and that you watch your step as you go. It is my utmost hope that your will reaches the camphor tree.’

‘Give it all you got, please,’ Morio said with encouragement. ‘Put your heart into it.’

Sōki gave him a sullen nod then stepped into the bushes, slouching as Reito and Morio watched him go.

Morio sighed. ‘I hope it goes well.’

‘What do you mean?’ Reito asked. ‘What’s all this saying he needs to give it his all and it has to go well? Is that what it’s like communing with the tree?’

Morio gave him a doubtful glance. ‘Ms Yanagisawa told me there was a new keeper of the camphor tree. You’re her nephew, I hear?’ For some reason, Morio’s tone had become far gruffer once Sōki left.

‘My name is Reito Naoi. I’m happy to be of service.’

‘Ms Yanagisawa told me you might ask me some questions about this and absolutely drilled it in that I wasn’t to answer them. I thought that was an odd thing for her to say, but it does seem you really don’t know anything about it.’

‘She hasn’t told me any important information about communing.’

‘Huh, and you’re the keeper of the tree? That’s amusing.’ Morio chuckled then leaned his face near Reito’s. There was a sly gleam in his eye. ‘Why don’t we make a deal?’

‘A deal?’

‘It’s simple. You turn a blind eye to what I do, and I tell you everything about communing. Ms Yanagisawa will never know, of course. What do you think? Not a bad deal if I say so myself.’

‘And you’re planning on going to the camphor tree and being there when he communes?’

‘Something like that. You saw him. He’s a pampered boy who can’t be relied on. We won’t get a satisfactory result if I’m not there with him.’

‘You think? Wait, no. That’s . . .’ Reito cocked his head and waved his hand by his face. ‘No good. It’s no good.’

‘No?’

‘No. It’ll be bad if it gets out.’

‘How will it get out? No one will know so long as you and I keep it to ourselves.’

Reito was about to ask him what about that pampered boy but bit the words back. ‘I’m sorry. I can’t. I’ll have to . . . decline your offer.’

‘Fine. Then I can’t tell you about communing.’

Reito scratched his temple. ‘Then that’s the way it has to be.’

Morio clucked his tongue in annoyance and rubbed his slightly pointed, bald head. ‘You’re rather stubborn.’

‘I’m sorry. Should we go back? You can wait in the shrine office if you like.’

‘Can I smoke in there?’

‘It’s no smoking.’

Morio scowled. ‘I’ll wait in the car and come back in an hour.’

‘All right.’

Morio stuffed his hands in his coat pockets and walked off. Reito stayed there until he could no longer see him then returned to the shrine office and sat in a chair out front. He doubted Morio would sneak back, but it wasn’t impossible. He decided not to while away the time on his phone.

He thought about the exchange between Sōki and Morio. Based on their behaviour, it seemed communing with the tree wasn’t just some ritual they went through the motions of. Morio was so insistent on going because there was some goal that needed to be achieved, and he wasn’t sure Sōki could accomplish it on his own.

Which meant there was something to be gained by doing this and not just showing to yourself and others that you did it. There was some concrete benefit. Wishes granted? Was that what it really was in the end? Not just a mere superstition or legend, but real-life miracles?

If that were the case, a 10,000-yen candle fee was a pittance. It’d be worth more than just one person’s candle fee, more than even two or three, it’d be worth a hundred people’s candle fees.

And then Reito began to wonder, if he knew his wish would come true, what would he wish for? What he wanted most was money. He wanted to be rolling in it. So, wish to win the lottery? But if that happened, he’d eventually run out of money. He wanted an endless supply of it, to rake it in without having to work. What would be best was if he had a skill that let him do that, like, if he woke up tomorrow morning and was the best manga artist in the world. He could whip out scribbled drawings and sell them for hundreds of thousands or millions of yen a pop. Or maybe he could come up with some brilliant new idea and patent it. Loads of companies would come begging him for the right to use his idea, and he’d have huge licensing fees dumped into his bank account without him having to lift a finger.

He chuckled. Those were some pretty childish thoughts. This wasn’t Aladdin’s lamp, and fairytales like that weren’t real.

But then, what did actually happen when people communed? What was Sōki doing in the tree right this very moment?

As Reito’s eyes drifted towards the hedges, he noticed a flickering light. He jumped to his feet and checked the time on his phone. It hadn’t been an hour yet. Was someone going towards the camphor tree? But Reito was certain no one had passed through the shrine grounds.

He hurried in that direction and saw someone come out from the path through the bushes. It was Sōki. Reito came to a stop when he realised it was him. ‘Oh, uh, are you finished? You’re a bit early.’

Sōki’s expression was of sheer annoyance, and he simply shook his head in frustration. What the heck was with this guy? Did he not even know how to properly respond to people?

He thrust the paper bag in Reito’s direction, who took it and looked inside. It contained the remains of the half-melted candle and the box of matches. At least he’d properly put out the flame.

‘Thank you,’ Reito said, as polite as was expected of him. ‘Were you able to commune with the tree?’

Sōki didn’t reply. Reito took that to mean he didn’t want to and turned to go back to the shrine office.

‘I knew it wasn’t going to work,’ Sōki said like he didn’t care about any of it.

Surprised, Reito turned back.

Sōki looked at him. ‘Not for someone like me,’ he muttered then looked away again.

Reito wondered what he meant by that. As he looked at Sōki’s downcast face, he caught movement in his peripheral vision. Morio was walking towards them from the entrance to the shrine grounds with a torch in hand.

‘You’re finished already?’ he asked unhappily.

Since Sōki made no attempt to respond, Reito instead answered, ‘It seems so.’

‘I see. How was it, Sōki?’

He still remained silent, the annoyance blatant on his face as he shook his head in frustration.

There was disappointment in Morio’s eyes, but then he smiled cheerfully and said, ‘Oh well, not to worry. Why don’t we call it there for tonight? There’s always next month. You can tell me everything in the car. Come on.’ He placed a hand on Sōki’s back and urged him forward.

Reito called out a goodbye as they left, but neither turned towards him as they disappeared into the darkness.
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Reito began inputting the communion records the day after Chifune asked him to, deciding to work on it for about two hours in the afternoon.

After a quick glance through the past records, it appeared there were between ten and twenty visitors each month for communion, making about two hundred a year. Putting the names in was hard enough on its own but he also had to include address and contact information if that was noted. Chifune had casually said she’d like him to start with about a decade’s worth of records, but he had no idea how long that would actually take him.

He was currently working on records from five years ago. There was no specific reason why he’d started there. It just happened to be the year he pulled out when he reached into the cabinet.

Two hours after he started, he was about to call it quits for the day when his eyes stopped on one name: Kikuo Saji. Their contact details showed the address and phone number for a placed called Lime Gardens. In the notes column it said, ‘Introduced by Haruo Sakisaka’.

It was the surname, Saji, that interested him. It was on the rarer side of things. At the very least, he’d never met anyone with that surname before working here as the keeper of the camphor tree. The only Sajis he knew were Toshiaki and Yūmi Saji.

He dug deeper into the records further back to see if he could find that name Kikuo Saji anywhere else, but nothing. He crossed his arms in thought before reaching for his phone to send a message to Yūmi.

‘Hi, it’s Reito. Do you know someone named Kikuo Saji? I just discovered they came for communion five years ago.’

A response came not long after he sent the message saying she thought she did and would look into it.

Reito picked up his cleaning tools and left the shrine office. After tidying the camphor tree clearing for about an hour, his phone pinged. He checked the message, and his eyes went wide.

‘Kikuo Saji was my father’s older brother. I need to know more from you, and want your input on something, too. Could I come by?’

He replied saying he didn’t mind but that he didn’t think he had much more to tell her. She responded quickly to say she’d be there around five that evening, and he said okay.

‘Huh. Nineteenth of April five years ago? And my uncle came here that night,’ said Yūmi, her cheek leaning on her fist as she examined the binder of communion records.

‘You’re absolutely sure he’s your dad’s brother?’

‘I don’t think I’m wrong. After you sent me that message, I had a feeling it was him, so I slipped into my dad’s study and went through his old address books and letters. He never throws that sort of stuff out.’

‘And you found something?’

‘This was in my grandma’s things.’ She pulled something up on her phone and showed Reito the screen, which had a photo of a card with handwriting that said, ‘Happy birthday, Mum. Thank you for all you’ve done. I appreciate it. Love, Kikuo.’

‘A birthday card?’

‘My family’s mentioned in passing that my dad had a brother who was two or three years older than him. They drifted apart when they were kids, and never met again, but my mum thinks that’s probably a lie. I guess when Grandma was better, she used to talk about wanting to go see Kikuo, and there’s no way my dad wouldn’t know about that, and there’s no way he never saw his brother, though maybe not as often as Grandma did.’

‘What caused a rift like that between two brothers?’

‘I don’t know. Dad hasn’t even told Mum much about his brother, and she hasn’t asked because she feels like it would be wrong to pry. Uncle Kikuo didn’t go to their wedding or to Grandpa’s funeral.’

‘So, a taboo topic in the Saji family?’

‘Kind of, yeah.’

‘What’s your uncle doing these days? Or do you not know?’

‘I think he died, but that’s just another of Mum’s guesses.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I think it was autumn about four years ago, but my dad and grandma left dressed like they were going to a funeral. They said a friend had passed away, but Mum thinks it was probably my uncle. A while after that, something happened that made me agree.’

‘What was that?’

‘It was right around when Grandma started to get worse. To put it bluntly, she was starting to lose it. She said all these crazy things, wandered the streets at night and started calling my dad by a different name. I’d completely forgotten about it, but it came back when I saw your message that Grandma used to call Dad Kikuo sometimes.’

That was what she meant when she messaged him to say she had an idea of who it was.

‘I wonder how old he was,’ Reito said, and Yūmi looked at him questioningly.

‘I don’t know. Why do you want to know?’

‘Well, I looked into the facility he was in.’ He pointed to the open binder in front of her. ‘His address is this Lime Gardens, right? It’s in Yokosuka. According to their website, it’s a nursing home. It’s not respite care for short-term stays after someone gets out of hospital or something. The residents stay there for ever, until they die basically.’

Yūmi picked up her phone and quickly tapped something into the screen. She was likely looking up Lime Gardens and seemed to find it quickly. Her expression went stony as she scrolled. ‘You’re right,’ she whispered. ‘Uncle Kikuo was ill.’

‘I don’t know how long he was in the nursing home, but I’m betting your grandma went to visit him there.’

‘Probably.’

‘Uh . . . mind if I ask how old your dad is?’

‘Um, fifty-eight, I think.’

‘So, if your uncle was still alive, he’d only be about sixty. If he died four years ago, he was at most in his late fifties. It would take some pretty bad illness for him to have to go into a nursing home at that age. Maybe that had something to do with why your dad and him weren’t close. People used to basically kick the ill kid out of the house so it didn’t spread to their other children. It happened all the time.’

‘I’ve heard of that happening too, but they’re not that old. Dad was born just a little before the previous Tokyo Olympics.’

‘Which was in the 1960s. There were still loads of people with old-fashioned mindsets back then.’

‘You think so?’ she said but she didn’t look very convinced.

‘Why do you think they were estranged then?’

‘Well I don’t know.’

‘You could ask your dad.’

‘No way. I told you, it’s taboo in our family.’ She jabbed her finger at the binder and said, ‘Besides, I’m more interested in why my dad is coming here every month and if Uncle Kikuo coming here five years ago had anything to do with it. What do you think?’

He slowly crossed his arms. ‘Like I know.’

‘I thought you were in charge of this place.’

‘And how many times have I told you I’m still in training? They haven’t even told me what communing is yet. Though . . . I have a feeling your dad and uncle are communing for a different purpose, I guess you could call it, or about a different thing.’

‘What makes you think that?’

‘I’m not really sure, but I think there are two different types of communion.’ He explained how there were two times a month best suited for communion, the full moon and the new moon. ‘Your dad comes to commune on the night of the full moon, but I looked it up online and the nineteenth of April five years ago, when your uncle came, was a new moon.’

‘Which means we could assume it’s pure coincidence that the two brothers both came here?’

‘Maybe they’d both heard the legends about the camphor tree since they were brothers and independently decided to come and commune. I could see it. But I’m just saying we’re not certain they were after the same thing. And the fact that they came five years apart makes it more likely they came for their own reasons.’

‘You might be right,’ Yūmi said with a sigh. ‘If that’s the case, I don’t need to think about my uncle at all.’ She closed the binder. ‘We’ll put a pin in that for now. Things have changed anyway.’

That caught Reito’s attention. ‘There’s been some sort of development? Oh, you did say you wanted my input on something.’

Yūmi frowned and bit her lip. It looked like she wasn’t certain whether she should tell him or not, but she eventually said, ‘Dad went again last night.’

‘To that flat in Kichijōji?’

She nodded. ‘He came here two nights ago, right? I had a feeling he’d go. I already knew where he was going, but I just had a feeling on top of that. I went to see what happened, and I was completely on the mark.’ She looked at him with wide-open eyes.

‘What happened?’ he asked, leaning in.

‘My dad came out of the flats, but he wasn’t alone this time.’ She picked up her phone, quickly scrolled, and showed it to him.

He let out a breath of surprise.

On the screen was Toshiaki Saji in a jacket. Next to him was a woman absolutely rocking her elegant, slim-silhouetted coat. It was hard to make out her face because of her long hair and sunglasses, but Reito’s gut told him she was gorgeous.
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Yūmi hadn’t driven today, she’d caught the train then a bus. Six o’clock came around, and Reito was getting hungry, so he suggested they head out together, but Reito had his own special mode of transportation.

When Yūmi saw the bicycle he pulled out from behind the shrine office, she burst out laughing. ‘What the heck is that? Does it even function?’

‘I’ve got to make do with what I’ve got, and this is it. It’s better than nothing,’ he said.

Reito had found it shoved in the shed behind the shrine office the second day after moving in. It was the sort of old-timey bicycle rice sellers used with fat tyres and a chunky frame absolutely coated in rust. Reito had disassembled it, removed as much of the rust as he could and oiled it up before putting it back together. He wanted to replace the tyres, too, but he had to put up with these for now since he didn’t have the money. He’d taken it into a bicycle repair shop to have them pumped at least, so it was in a decently rideable condition.

‘The bad part is it’s heavy,’ he said as he pushed the bicycle down the stairs that led to the shrine, Yūmi walking alongside him. ‘Going down is fine. It’s coming up the stairs that’s a struggle. I can’t exactly leave it at the bottom of the stairs, after all. No idiot would steal this piece of junk, but it’d be utterly unrideable if it got any rustier.’

There was a basket attached to the handles with a plastic bag inside. Yūmi looked at it and asked, ‘What’s that?’

Reito explained it was his toiletries. ‘I’ll hit the public baths after supper. The shrine office doesn’t have a bath.’

And 470 yen was not cheap. It was his one splurge every other day.

‘I didn’t think you actually lived there,’ Yūmi said. ‘That’s got to be rough.’

‘It’s not so bad once you get used to it. I don’t have to pay rent or utilities, and it’s quiet at night.’

‘You said you only started working as the keeper of the camphor tree recently. Why did you pick a job like that?’

‘It’s a long story, but it’s just sort of how things ended up. It’s not like I wanted to do this, but someone needed to carry on the work.’

‘The position is passed down in the family?’

‘Sort of.’

They’d finally reached the bottom of the stairs. This was where Reito would normally get on his bike, but he continued to push it since he was with Yūmi. They came out on to the road and walked to the bus stop. Yūmi looked at the timetable and let out an unhappy sigh.

‘What’s wrong?’ Reito asked.

‘I just missed a bus. The next one isn’t for twenty minutes. Super inconvenient.’

‘It’s just how it is. Not too many people use this route. It’s not like in big cities.’

After looking thoughtful for a moment, she looked down and to the side and asked, ‘How long does it take you to cycle to the station?’

‘Probably about ten minutes. Wait, you don’t mean . . .’ He looked into her face. ‘You want to ride on back?’

‘Ding ding ding! That’s correct,’ she said, holding up her finger as she made the gameshow sound. ‘Please? Just to the station.’

‘Hold on, that’s a traffic offence.’

‘What!’ she gasped as she pulled back in feigned shock. ‘Come on, who’s going to catch us out here in the boonies?’

‘Well . . . no one, I guess.’

‘So, it’s fine. Come on, let’s go. Hop on.’

She flapped her hands at him to get him moving as he mounted the bicycle, then she hopped on the rear luggage rack. Side-saddle.

‘You could at least sit properly,’ Reito said. ‘You’re not even wearing a skirt.’

‘This thing is too wide. It’s more comfortable this way. What does it matter? We’re committing an offence either way.’

Reito clucked in annoyance. ‘If we get caught, you’re paying the fine.’

‘I told you, it’ll be fine. All aboard! Let’s go!’ she said as she put her arms around him.

He began pedalling, her soft warmth against his back. He could feel his own temperature rising. The last time he’d ridden like this with two people on a bicycle must have been in primary school.

Since they were cycling, they could go down narrow paths a bus or car couldn’t take, and they even went down one-way streets the wrong direction. Reito pedalled on, not stopped by any traffic signals either. The sun had fallen below the horizon and there were few streetlights, but their way wasn’t that dark thanks to the light coming from the windows of the houses along the residential streets they wove down.

‘Is this a shortcut to the station?’ Yūmi asked from behind. ‘I don’t think I could ever remember the way.’

‘I kept making wrong turns in the beginning, too. Land readjustment is not a thing here. I bet these used to be farm tracks.’

‘I don’t see anything but houses around here. Where were you going to eat dinner?’

‘At the diner in front of the station.’

‘Wait, so you were planning on going to the station anyway?’

‘Well . . . yeah.’

They exited the residential area on to a wide street, with the largest intersection in town not far ahead.

‘Let’s walk from here. The police station is up there,’ Reito said, and Yūmi jumped off, though she looked unhappy about it.

Reito pushed his bike over the pedestrian crossing and on to the street the station was on. There was a small row of shops on either side of this street. Most of the ones open right now were eateries, and most of the rest had their shutters down. Reito stopped in front of one that had a glass door with a traditional wooden lattice frame.

‘This is me,’ he said.

Yūmi looked at the diner. ‘What kind of food do they serve?’

‘Just your normal set meals. Grilled fish, croquettes, that kind of thing.’

‘Hm.’ Her expression was indifferent, but she seemed a bit interested. ‘Is it any good?’

‘It’s all right. You could grab something to eat with me if you want.’

She pressed her palm to her cheek in a thinking mannerism but eventually shook her head. ‘No, not today.’

‘All right. Well, safe travels home.’

‘Thanks.’ She gave him a little wave and walked away.

Reito watched her go, then left his bicycle on the footpath and entered the diner. It was empty inside. He sat in a corner eating a set meal with mackerel and miso stew as he thought back to his conversation with Yūmi.

After her father had come out of the flats in Kichijōji with that woman, Yūmi followed them. The two got into his car waiting in the car park then drove off somewhere.

‘If it were a TV show,’ she’d said, ‘a taxi would’ve conveniently passed by at that point, which I would’ve flagged down, then shouted, “Follow that car!” to the driver. But no one’s that lucky in reality.’

Unfortunately, no taxi appeared, and Yūmi was left helplessly watching her father and the woman drive off.

She went home, since there was nothing she could do, and waited for her father to return. The GPS tracker she’d put in his car told her they went to a car park in Shibuya. It stayed there for two hours before moving again, then he came home an hour after that.

What had he been doing in Shibuya with that woman?

Yūmi researched what was in the area around the car park and found several hotels that allowed booking for a few hours rather than just overnight. There were also plenty of love hotels that hadn’t changed in years.

‘I don’t think they went to a hotel,’ Reito had said. ‘If they wanted to, you know, they would’ve just done it in the flat.’ He avoided saying the words out loud.

‘I don’t know, maybe they just wanted a change of scenery.’

He was taken aback with how casually that thought seemed to come to her. With how little experience he had, he didn’t think he could ever have come to that conclusion. Was she, uh, more experienced than him in that department?

‘Maybe it was just a date,’ he said. ‘They could’ve eaten out or gone shopping.’

‘It wasn’t the right time to eat. Besides, if he’d already eaten, he wouldn’t have wanted dinner at home, but he ate as much as he always does. I suppose shopping is a possibility, but I don’t think he’d sneak out of work just to go shopping. And it’d be bad if someone he knew saw him out with his mistress.’

‘So, you’re convinced she’s his mistress?’

‘If not, then what is she? He left work to go into a woman’s flat. And please don’t say he went to just chill.’

To be fair, he couldn’t think of any other explanation that fitted the situation either, so he didn’t say anything.

A frustrated groan escaped from deep in Yūmi’s throat. ‘I never thought it’d be this. I prayed it wouldn’t be this, but it is. He’s having an affair. That bastard. I can’t believe I misjudged him.’ She smacked the table.

‘If he is having an affair like you say, does it have anything to do with his communions here?’ Reito asked.

‘That’s the question. That’s what I wanted to talk to you about,’ she said as she pointed a finger at him. ‘Now that we’ve figured out he’s having an affair, the next step is finding out who this woman is. Will you help me?’

‘Help? What could I even do?’

‘I had a thought. My dad was probably praying about her in the camphor tree. Or, praying about his relationship with her.’

‘To the camphor tree?’ Reito cocked his head. ‘What exactly do you think he’s praying for?’

Yūmi lifted her chin and said, ‘He could, for example, be praying that things end with my mum so he can marry this other woman.’

‘What?’

‘Though, if they got divorced, he might have to pay her for the psychological damage of him cheating on her. And he’d know there’s a high chance I’d be opposed to his new marriage. I mean, not just a high chance. I would one hundred per cent be opposed. Which means the simplest solution for him would be if my mum died in some sort of accident.’ Yūmi suddenly clasped her hands together and turned her eyes to the heavens. ‘Oh great god of the camphor tree, please make my wife die in an accident right this instant.’

Reito sniggered. ‘There’s no way. That’s stupid.’

She glared at him, her hands still clasped. ‘How can you be so sure?’

He raised his hands slightly as if in defence. ‘Because communion is holy, right? People might pray to save someone’s life if they’re on their deathbed, but they’re not going to pray to take someone’s life.’

‘That’s a rather optimistic view of human nature. People aren’t all good little boys and girls. If any wish can be granted, there are going to be some people who wish for the death of someone who’s causing them trouble.’

That hit him hard. He never would have found that logic on his own, but it did make sense, and he couldn’t find a counterargument. ‘I guess,’ he said, ‘but your dad doesn’t seem like that kind of person.’

‘I want to believe that, too, but unfortunately, my trust in him has hit rock bottom.’

Seeing her grim expression made him realise this was how these sorts of situations affected people. He never had a father. His biological father had had a family when he knocked his mother up. From his real kids’ perspective, Reito’s mother was an evil woman who stole their father away.

‘Anyway,’ Yūmi continued, ‘that’s why I want to find a way to see what my dad’s up to when he’s praying. I need to know what he’s praying for in that camphor tree.’

Reito waved his hands in objection. ‘No, you can’t do that. I’m really sorry, but that’s the one thing I can’t help you with.’

‘There’s no way you’ll help me?’

He crossed his arms in front of him in an X of rejection. ‘No way. It’s literally my job to keep people away from the camphor tree while someone’s in communion.’

‘Okay, then how about this: you let me go in the camphor tree just before and after my dad goes in.’

‘Just before and after?’

‘Yeah. That doesn’t break any rules, right?’

He looked her straight in her large eyes. ‘What for? What’s your plan?’

‘That’s not something you need to know,’ she said, her expression innocent.

Reito racked his brain. What was she after? She was trying to figure out what her dad was praying about, but what was she planning on doing by going to the camphor tree? He knew from her story so far that she was bold and had no qualms using questionable methods. She had put a GPS tracker on his car after all.

Remembering the tracker lit the light bulb above his head, and he snapped his fingers. ‘That’s it. You’re going to plant a bug.’

She grinned. ‘Found me out, huh? I want to put in a camera too, if I can.’

‘This isn’t a joke. There’s no way I’d let you do that.’

‘Why not? I doubt there’s a rule saying you can’t put a microphone in there.’

‘Maybe not, but two seconds of thinking about it will tell you it’s not okay.’

‘It’s fine. It’s not like it’ll cause anyone any inconvenience.’

‘What happens if your dad finds it?’

‘He won’t. They’re tiny.’ She held up her thumb and forefinger about a centimetre apart.

‘But what if he does? I’ll lose my job.’

‘Who cares? There are plenty of other jobs out there.’

‘I’ve got debt which I’d have to pay back the second I stopped doing this job.’

‘How much debt?’

‘A lot. Way more than I can pay back.’

She clucked her tongue in frustration. ‘What the hell’s with that?’

‘What I’m saying is your plan isn’t going to work. Give it up.’

‘Fine,’ she said, her expression going cold as she turned away. ‘Guess I can’t rely on you. I’ll have to manage something on my own.’

‘What are you going to do?’

‘Like I’m telling you.’

He looked at her, she still turned away, and thought. There was no way she’d actually given up on planting that bug. ‘You’re just going to do it without my permission.’

Her cheek twitched. ‘It’s none of your business.’

‘You are. You’re going to slip past me, sneak up to the camphor tree, and plant a mic which you’ll pick up again after your dad’s communion.’

She faced him again, her blank expression replaced with a smile. ‘That is one option. Did you know you can get audio surveillance devices these days with battery lives of more than a day? That means I could put it in the tree during the day, then pick it up the next day. Anyone can go in the camphor tree during the day, right? Though I would have to make sure you didn’t see me if I did do that.’

‘Come on, seriously. Please don’t. It’ll blow up into a huge thing if someone finds it.’

‘Maybe. But that’s not my problem. And if that happens, I’ll just think of another way.’

Reito grimaced and held his head in his hands. ‘Seriously, give me a break.’

‘My family is about to be torn apart. I don’t have the luxury of settling for less effective means.’

Reito dropped his hands and lifted his head. ‘There’s no guarantee you’ll even learn anything by spying on his communion. What, do you think he sits there chanting his mistress’s name? Or says, “Please kill my wife,” out loud?’

‘I don’t know, but he was making some sound. You heard it.’

‘All I heard was some weird humming. I didn’t hear any words.’

‘But he might’ve said something before or after the humming. That’s what I want to hear. Please help me.’ She clutched her hands together and looked at him, her gaze intense.

He sighed. It didn’t seem like he was going to be able to change her mind, but he also needed to do everything he could to prevent her planting this bug without his knowing. ‘Fine,’ he said, ‘but with a condition. If your dad finds the bug, you’re the one who’s going to explain things to him. And you’re going to convince him not to complain to my boss. Is that a deal?’

Yūmi acted like she was thinking for a moment, then gave one sharp nod before saying, ‘Alrighty, sounds good to me. We’ve got a deal.’

She stood and held her hand out for a handshake. Reito felt there was far too much threatening involved to call this a real deal but shook her hand anyway.
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Reito turned off the main street running in front of the station on to a side street and immediately came to Waters of Blessing. It was the sole public bathhouse in town. The next town over had a full-service bath facility with all the extras, but adult entry was 900 yen, so, on top of being far away, he’d only be able to afford it once every three days.

Waters of Blessing was the sort of bathhouse that hadn’t changed in decades. It didn’t have a sauna, those baths with weak electric currents that were supposed to be good for you, or even shower rooms. What it had instead was a massive mural of Mount Fuji on the wall.

Once Reito had washed himself clean, he went and reclined at the edge of the large hot bath for a soak when someone said to him, ‘You’re the young man from the camphor tree shrine.’

Reito looked to see a frail, skinny, elderly man right beside him in the bath. ‘That’s right,’ he said as he looked at the old man’s face. He felt like he’d seen him before but couldn’t place where.

‘I went to pay my respects to the camphor tree one morning a few days ago for the first time in a while and was surprised to see someone new sweeping the grounds,’ the old man said. ‘And that was you.’

Reito bowed his head. ‘My name is Reito Naoi. It’s nice to meet you.’

‘Not Yanagisawa?’

‘I’m related to the Yanagisawas. I just have a different surname.’

‘Ah. I was worried what they’d do since they have so few blood relatives. But that’s good that they have someone like you.’ The man’s head bobbed several times on his slender neck as if satisfied with that.

‘You seem to know a lot about the Yanagisawa family and the camphor tree,’ Reito said.

‘I wouldn’t say a lot, but the Yanagisawas have helped my family for generations. Only last year I had a communion to leave things in the tree’s care. It would be too big a hassle to try and do it once my back and legs can longer hold me, so I decided it was about time.’

‘Leave things in the tree’s care?’ asked Reito, those words drawing his attention. ‘What things?’

‘The same things everyone leaves with the tree,’ the old man said with a smile before his expression grew serious as he examined Reito’s face. ‘You don’t actually know what the tree can do, do you?’

‘I don’t know anything. My aunt just keeps telling me I’ll learn some day if I keep at my duties as the keeper of the camphor tree.’

The man chortled heartily at that. ‘Is that so? The keeper of the camphor tree knows nothing about communion, hmm? Maybe that’s better in its own way.’

‘What do you mean? Please, tell me about the tree.’

‘No, no, I couldn’t do that. You’re not supposed to talk about the camphor tree with those who don’t know about it. They say the tree will never grant you its favours if you do. Besides, it’s not the sort of thing that can be easily expressed in words, and I doubt you’d believe me even if I tried. Chifune is right about this. You’ll learn someday. Try to look forward to it.’

Reito fumed internally. Why the hell did everyone keep dancing around the subject?

‘May I ask your name?’ he asked, suddenly realising he hadn’t.

‘Of course. I’m Kōkichi Iikura.’ He then went on to tell Reito his surname was written with the characters for ‘meal’ and ‘storage’.

Kōkichi had said he’d communed with the tree last year. Reito decided to look it up once he was back in the shrine office. He at least wanted to confirm if he’d communed on the new moon or full moon.

‘Do you believe the stories about the camphor tree? That it’ll grant your wish?’ Reito asked.

‘Didn’t I just say I have to be careful about talking about this sort of thing?’ said Kōkichi with a sly grin.

‘You don’t have to talk about communing. I’d just like to know if you believe it.’

‘I suppose.’ He leaned forward slightly, bringing his narrow collarbones out from the water. ‘I do believe in the power of the camphor tree. I’ve felt it myself. I don’t know if it grants wishes. It’s not something you can make work by yourself, after all.’ Kōkichi shot Reito a sideways glance, his lips softening into a smile. ‘I think I’ll leave it there. I won’t give you any more answers.’

Reito felt there was something important in what Kōkichi said. What did he mean when he said he’d felt the tree’s power himself? And yet he still didn’t know if it granted wishes? Was this some sort of Zen dialogue? The one thing Reito did know was that he wasn’t going to be getting any more information in that area from Kōkichi.

‘Can I ask one last question?’ Reito said.

‘Of course, but I’m not sure I can answer it.’

Reito looked around to make sure no one was listening in. ‘Has anyone ever wished at the camphor tree for someone to die?’

‘What?’ Kōkichi’s eyes went wide.

‘Like, have you ever heard of someone praying for the death of someone they hate? Someone who’s causing them trouble?’

‘Why would you ask something like that?’

‘Well, since I’ve been working as the keeper of the camphor tree, I’ve just started wondering what people actually pray for. And then I started wondering if some of those people pray for violent things.’ At that point, Reito lifted one hand from the water and waved away what he was saying. ‘Never mind. No one would ever do that. The camphor tree is holy. They’d probably get punished if they did something like that. I’m sorry. Just forget what I said.’

Kōkichi repeated Reito’s scan of the area to make sure no one was listening, then sunk so low into the bath his chin dipped into the water before leaning in towards Reito. ‘I don’t know about recently, but I have heard someone communed with the tree about something like that.’

‘Really?’

‘Human lives aren’t always pure and beautiful. Things are particularly complicated when it comes to interpersonal relationships. If someone caused you or your family to suffer, you might wish they were no longer in this world. It’s really quite natural, don’t you think?’

‘Do you think it might actually happen if someone prays to the camphor tree?’

‘Who knows? I suppose it’s likely it’s happened.’ Kōkichi stood up. ‘I think that’s enough for now. Chifune will give me a right scolding if she finds out I’ve been blabbing this all to you.’

That’s when Reito realised Kōkichi had used Chifune’s name twice. ‘You know my aunt?’

‘That I do. It’s a small town. We were in primary and middle school together, though I’m two years older. And she’s been well known ever since she was a child. The only child of the Yanagisawa family, and her grades were excellent. Everyone was certain she’d become the head of the family despite being a girl. It’s thanks to her that the Yanagisawa Group flourished as it did. Their hotel enterprise would not have been nearly as much of a success if it weren’t for her.’

Reito felt a bit taken aback by this information. He hadn’t realised Chifune was so incredible. He’d met her several times but never cared all that much about her success in business before. It was enough for him that she was his mother’s half-sister he’d never really met before.

‘Reito, was it?’ Kōkichi said. ‘Give my regards to the camphor tree.’ He waved and left.

Reito thanked him and wished him a good night while he stayed in the bath. Once he finished bathing and left Waters of Blessing, he stopped by the corner store and picked up a few cans of chūhai and a bag of crisps, which he tossed in the basket on his bicycle along with his toiletries kit before cycling back to Tsukisato Shrine.

There were no communions booked for that night. He sat in the shrine office researching Chifune while he drank his chūhai and was surprised at how quickly he found information about her, some of which went into detail about her work history.

After finishing at a local secondary school, she had entered the law department of a famous university. Upon graduation, she received a position in a real estate company, which was the largest business in the Yanagisawa Group, where she proved her skill in the flat-rental arm of the business. In the early 1990s, she turned her attention to the hotel industry where she purchased existing hotels, which she refitted to the group’s branding, successfully establishing and improving the group’s reputation in the field. She had been on the boards of several different companies within the group, even the highest authority in some cases, and by the late noughties had earned herself the nickname ‘the Empress’.

That was about the extent of what he could find on the internet. He took Chifune’s business card from the drawer. It said Yanattsu Corporation, Chifune Yanagisawa, Advisor. He was now pretty sure she was close to seventy, old enough that she was likely effectively retired.

But still, her accomplishments were impressive. What Kōkichi had said wasn’t an exaggeration.

Reito pulled the binder for last year’s communion records from the cabinet and found Kōkichi Iikura down for 30 August. He checked online. That night had been a new moon.


11

After the night of the full moon passed, the number of people coming for communion steadily declined as the new month approached. There was one week in the middle in particular that had absolutely no bookings. Since Reito had time at night that week, he used it to make progress on digitising the communion records.

By the time he’d entered several years’ worth of data, he realised something: quite often, once one person with a certain surname had come for a communion, another person with the same surname would come some time later. It was fairly common for there to be a year or two between the two visits. It was possible that these people just happened to have the same surname, but there seemed to be too many for it to be a simple coincidence.

And that reminded Reito of Toshiaki Saji and his brother Kikuo Saji, who had communed with the tree five years before Toshiaki. Reito had decided there was no connection since there was such a huge gap between their visits, but perhaps that wasn’t really the case.

It was while he was mulling this over and sweeping the shrine grounds that Chifune arrived. ‘Where’s your Sunday best?’ she said as she looked up at him.

‘My what?’ he said.

Her eyes grew wide. ‘You don’t know what a Sunday best is?’

He put a hand to his stomach. ‘Is it, like, the best food you save for Sunday?’

Her shoulders slumped in exasperation, and she sighed. ‘Come with me,’ she said as she turned towards the shrine office.

Once inside, she opened the door to Reito’s living space where she gasped and spun around to face him, her eyebrows arched. ‘Why is this place in such a state?’

‘Uh, I was planning on tidying up, I just . . .’

He understood why she was scolding him. His futon was still lying on the floor, the T-shirt and shorts he slept in thrown beside it, along with empty cans of chūhai and crisps spilled from their bag.

‘You should be keeping this tidy before you even think about cleaning the shrine grounds,’ she said.

‘Of course, I’ll do it right now.’ He bent over to pick up his futon and put it away, but she grabbed his shoulder.

‘Later is fine. Show me your Sunday best.’

He repeated the phrase back to her.

‘Yes, that’s what I said. Now hurry up.’

‘It’s just . . .’

‘What?’

‘Like I said, I don’t know what that means.’

‘You—’ she started to say but then took in a deep breath as if she changed her mind. ‘It’s the nicest clothes you own, the ones you save for special occasions. For example, what you might wear on a date.’

‘Oh.’ His mouth fell open. ‘So that’s what it means.’

‘You’ve never heard the phrase?’

He cocked his head in thought.

‘Never mind,’ she said. ‘You must have at least one nice set of clothes, yes?’

‘Uh, no, actually. To be more specific, all I’ve got is the T-shirt and jacket I was wearing when I moved here. Oh, and a pair of sweatpants.’

‘Now that you mention it, you did come with exceedingly little luggage.’

‘I threw most of my stuff away when I was kicked out of my last flat. Most of it was old and full of holes anyway.’

‘And you haven’t bought any new clothing since you’ve moved here?’

‘Nope. But I have these, and they’ve been a life saver.’ He grabbed the collar of the samue he was wearing. Chifune had brought two sets the first day he was living there. Not only did he wear them to work, he also wore them when he went into town.

Chifune put her hands on her hips and sighed. ‘I guess we have no choice then. Get changed. We’re going out, and you’re not going out dressed in that. I don’t care what you wear so long as it’s not that; even your dirty jacket is fine.’

‘Where are we going?’

‘Shopping.’ She looked up at him. ‘To buy you your Sunday best.’

About two hours after leaving Tsukisato Shrine, he and Chifune arrived at a department store in Shinjuku. Not only did he set foot in the area where they sold clothing for gentlemen – the sort of place with high-end brands he’d never dared approach – but he even tried the suits on.

Reito stood in front of a full-length mirror while Chifune looked him up and down with a humph. ‘It doesn’t look too bad on you.’ He jerked his chin up in a thank-you, and she scowled. ‘You’re dressed smart in a fancy suit. Could you please at the very least not use such boorish mannerisms? When nodding, you pull your chin down. And make eye contact.’

‘All right. Like this?’ he said as he followed her instructions.

‘That’s it exactly. See? You can do it when you try. Be careful from now on.’

An older woman was nearby, the store owner, assisting them. She smiled and said, ‘It does look good on him. He has good posture and a nice clean silhouette when standing, as you’d expect from a relative of yours.’

It seemed the Yanagisawa family had been customers of this shop before. Chifune had introduced Reito as her nephew when they arrived.

‘Have you worn suits at work before?’ Chifune asked. ‘I was told the company you worked at before you were fired repaired used machinery.’

‘Yeah, so I didn’t wear a suit there, but the job I had before that had sort of a work uniform suit . . .’

‘What industry was it?’

‘Hospitality. Like a restaurant.’

‘So, you were a waiter?’

‘Something like that.’ He couldn’t tell her he’d worked as a black suit in a hostess club in Funabashi.

‘Well, I suppose that’s not really important,’ she said. ‘What do you think of the suit? Do you like it?’

He looked again at his reflection. It was a slim-fit suit in dark grey, and he thought it made him look rather smart, not that he wanted to compliment himself too much. If he got his hair cut, shaved his stubble, and put on a pair of non-prescription glasses, he’d look just like some accomplished businessman.

‘I like it,’ he said, ‘but it seems like a lot to accept as a gift from you.’

‘It’s why we came. Looks like we’ve settled on the suit.’ She turned to the store owner. ‘Can you have the trousers hemmed by this evening?’

‘Of course. Leave it with me.’ She clasped her hands in front of her and bowed politely.

Reito went back into the fitting room and changed out of the suit then came back to Chifune and the woman. When he did, Chifune pointed at him and went to say something, but hesitated.

‘Reito,’ he said, thinking she might have forgotten his name.

‘I know that,’ she snapped with a look of frustration. ‘I was trying to decide how to address you, with “Mr” or not.’

Now that she mentioned it, he realised she’d never once said his name. ‘Reito’s fine,’ he said. ‘I don’t need any “Mr”.’

‘We’ll go with that then. All right, on to our next stop, Reito. You need a button-up shirt, tie, belt, and then shoes.’

The shop owner called a thank-you to Chifune as she swept out of the shop with Reito hurrying to follow.

They spent the next hour buying a shirt, tie and belt, then spent another thirty minutes on selecting a pair of leather shoes. They had some time left while his suit was being hemmed, so they took a break in the café behind the shoe store.

‘This is crazy,’ Reito said looking at the paper bags on the seat next to him. ‘I’ve never bought so many things in one go in my whole life.’

‘Did your mother never take you shopping?’

‘No. She died when I was in primary school. I never went shopping with Grandma either. All my clothes were hand-me-downs from the neighbours.’

Chifune stopped with her teacup raised halfway to her lips and looked at him. ‘It must have been difficult.’

‘It’s just the way it was. I’m the illegitimate child from an affair a hostess had with a married man,’ he said, trying to keep his tone light. Chifune already knew about his undignified origins anyway, and he wanted to show her he was aware of his own standing. ‘That’s why I’m not exactly well educated,’ he continued. ‘I mean, I didn’t even know what “Sunday best” meant.’

Chifune said nothing as she took a sip of her tea then returned the cup to its saucer. ‘It sounds to me as if you’ve given up. Or are making excuses.’

That caused a sharp pain to shoot through Reito’s heart. There was nothing he could say back to that, he could only acknowledge that he was hurt.

Chifune reached into her handbag and brought out her yellow planner. After examining the contents for a moment, she lifted her head and said, ‘Tomorrow evening at six o’clock the Yanagisawa Group will be holding a banquet in order to thank those that support the group. You’ll also be attending.’

Reito nearly choked on the cola he’d been drinking. ‘You want me to go?’

‘I need to introduce you to the other members of the family as you’ve been assigned the role of keeper of the camphor tree. That’s why we bought you clothes, or did you think I simply dressed you up for fun?’

‘Well, no, I figured there was a reason. I just didn’t think it was that . . .’

‘Tomorrow night. Six o’clock. Don’t forget.’

‘It’s kind of short notice.’

‘Do you have plans? There aren’t any communion reservations.’

‘No, I don’t, just, are you sure? You really want someone like me going somewhere like that?’

‘Why wouldn’t I? You’re family.’

‘It makes me happy when you say that, but come on . . .’ He finished off his glass of cola, then reached for his glass of water and downed that too. When he looked up, his eyes met Chifune’s. She was staring at him. ‘What?’ he asked.

‘Do you mean that?’ she asked.

‘Mean what?’

‘That it makes you happy when I say you’re family. Do you really mean it?’

‘Well . . . yeah?’ He was confused why she would question that but continued, ‘I mean, it’s because of you that I didn’t end up in prison, that I got a place to live, and a job. You’re always looking out for me. I’m really grateful to have such a good relative.’

Her gaze fell to her lap, and she rubbed her knees. ‘I had a feeling your mother was struggling. It’s not easy for a single mother to raise a child she had with a married man. But I never once offered help. I actually avoided getting involved with her at all. I thought you would have resented me for that, that you would have wondered, if I could help you now, why hadn’t I done so sooner? Perhaps even before Michie had died.’

Reito rubbed his nose. ‘I just figured there was some reason things were the way they were. Even Grandma would clam up whenever I asked about stuff like that. But I’ve definitely never resented you or anything.’

‘I’m glad,’ she murmured. She looked off into the distance, then nodded with determination. ‘You’ll have to meet with members of the Yanagisawa family tomorrow, and that may go poorly if you know nothing going in. Shall I tell you some more about you and your connection to our family?’

‘Oh, yeah, I definitely want to hear about that,’ Reito said, sitting up straighter in his chair.

‘But I’ll have to tell you a certain amount about myself as well in order for you to understand, and I’m sure you’re aware that we old people like droning on about the past. It’s clearer in our memories.’

‘I don’t mind. Tell me whatever you want.’

‘Very well. Though I think we may need to order more drinks before we dive in,’ she said as she caught the attention of a server.
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The big hand on the clock had moved just past the nine by the time Reito returned to Tsukisato Shrine that evening. After dropping his many shopping bags in his living area, he filled a cup from the tap and chugged it then grabbed a can of chūhai from the fridge and sat down.

He opened the can, took a swig, then let out a long sigh. On the table was a takeaway box of chirashi sushi he’d picked up at the supermarket in the basement of the department store. He should have been starving, but he didn’t feel like immediately reaching for the food.

He and Chifune had left the shrine not long after noon so he’d been out for more than eight hours. They didn’t do much walking, though, meaning his fatigue was more mental than physical.

Chifune hadn’t lied. Her story was long. They actually had to stop partway through and leave the café to pick up his suit once it was done being hemmed, then they went to another café to continue. It was past seven o’clock by the time she was done. She seemed tired too and didn’t suggest they get dinner together. They instead went to the supermarket beneath the department store and each bought their own meals.

Reito chuckled, his unfocused eyes on his can of chūhai. That definitely was the very beginning she’d started from. She had said she needed to tell him a certain amount about herself, but he hadn’t expected the story to start from before she was even born.

The Yanagisawa family were powerful landowners holding a large swathe of land in the area and originally made their fortune in the lumber industry. They then expanded their business into construction and real estate under the ambitions of Chifune’s grandfather, Hikojirō Yanagisawa, and his brother.

The family as a whole had a tendency to give birth to daughters more than sons. Hikojirō and his wife, Yasuyo, also had no sons, only two daughters. As the eldest son of his generation in the family, Hikojirō would need to find a man to marry his daughter. This man would be legally adopted into the Yanagisawa family and therefore become the next successor.

That person, who married Hikojirō’s eldest daughter Tsuneko, was a man named Sōichi Naoi who worked as a secondary school teacher in the city of Tokyo. He wasn’t from the local area, but he was the younger son of a member of government, meaning his family’s status was no issue. Hikojirō knew Sōichi’s father from school, though he died in World War II.

Sōichi and Tsuneko gave birth to a girl, Chifune. Tsuneko had no other children, partially due to her poor health, putting the family yet again in the difficult position of finding a successor.

‘As a child, however, I didn’t realise there was such a burden of responsibility on me. I was utterly oblivious. My daily life was pleasant. My family was wealthy, I took lessons on all sorts of subjects, and I lived in a place of abundant nature. I was the epitome of a young lady with a sheltered upbringing,’ Chifune said with a denigrating smile.

‘But didn’t you do well in school?’ asked Reito.

Chifune frowned with suspicion. ‘Where did you hear that?’

‘I was talking to someone you went to school with at the public baths.’ Chifune recognised the name Iikura when Reito mentioned it.

‘I’ve known his family for a long time.’

‘According to him, you did so well no one was worried about you taking over the family even though you were a woman.’

‘That happened a little later. I really was a naive girl until I had to face my trials.’

‘What trials?’

‘It was autumn when I was twelve. My mother died.’

Her mother’s chronic heart illness had rapidly worsened. She collapsed at home one day, then took her final breath three days later in the hospital. It was so sudden, Chifune wasn’t truly struck with sorrow until she saw her mother lying in the coffin. She realised then she would never see her again, and something broke inside her, causing tears to pour from her eyes.

‘It was around that time I began to understand I was going to be the next head of the Yanagisawa family.’

Chifune looked into the distance as she continued.

It was her father, Sōichi, who made her aware.

Her family had lived in an annex on the manor grounds, as her grandparents were still of good health and occupied the main building, though this annex was a full house in its own right with everything one needed for a comfortable life. Chifune and her father continued to live there after her mother’s death. Despite being a man, Sōichi was good with chores and cooked homemade meals for her.

He never drew the spotlight at family gatherings, instead staying behind Chifune or her grandparents, doing his best to blend in by remaining quiet and speaking little. He said it was because she was going to be the one to carry on the family.

Even as a child, Chifune began to understand how painful it must be for him to be in such a position, to have no blood connection with the Yanagisawa family. His only tie between him and the family after Tsuneko passed was Chifune.

Chifune’s grandparents often invited her to the main hall of the manor to spend time with them, but Sōichi must have felt hesitant to accompany her as he rarely approached that building. It wasn’t as if her grandparents treated him poorly, either. They were in fact deeply grateful to him for not only joining their family but also for caring for their ill daughter with such devotion.

Once, while Chifune was having dinner with her grandparents in the main building, her grandfather mentioned how he hoped Sōichi would soon find himself someone nice, and Chifune’s grandmother agreed. It must have been a day when Sōichi would be late coming home. She normally ate with her grandparents on those days.

Chifune was in middle school at that point, old enough to know what they meant. They were talking about Sōichi remarrying, but Chifune didn’t want to think about that possibility whatsoever. She wanted him to remain the husband of her mother, whom she loved dearly. Perhaps that was cruel of her, though.

It was shortly before she finished secondary school that Sōichi told her he needed to talk with her about something important. He’d met a woman he loved and was considering marrying her. He’d already told her grandparents, and they approved.

‘But I won’t do it if you don’t want me to, Chifune,’ he’d made sure to add. ‘You and your feelings are what matter most to me.’

Chifune was surprised when he told her about the woman. She was twenty-two years younger than him and a former student of his. At only twenty-seven, she wasn’t even ten years older than Chifune.

In all honesty, Chifune was resistant to the idea. That was in part due to how young this woman was, and by the not insignificant shock she felt at learning her father still had manly desires. He was soon to be fifty years old. From her perspective, that was practically old enough to be called elderly, and she’d assumed those sorts of desires had dried up in him long ago.

Sōichi explained that when he remarried, he would also change his surname back to Naoi, meaning he would no longer be a part of the Yanagisawa family.

‘But that only applies to me,’ he said. ‘I’m not asking you to do the same. Things can stay how they are for you. You can stay in your mum’s family register and you don’t have to change your surname. And you can of course continue living here.’

Chifune realised there were two reasons Sōichi wanted to remarry. The first reason was to be with the woman he loved, and the second was to escape the bonds that held him to the Yanagisawa family.

She knew how unimportant he felt in the Yanagisawa family, and she couldn’t bring herself to oppose his new marriage if that meant he would be free of that. As things were, there was nowhere he could feel comfortable, no one he could feel comfortable with. He’d even grown more distant from his own relatives after his parents passed away.

‘All right,’ Chifune said. ‘Do what makes you happy.’

‘Are you sure? We’re not in any rush. You can take more time to think.’

‘I don’t need more time. Why would I be opposed?’

‘Are you really sure? You can tell me the truth,’ he pressed.

‘I’m sure. I’m happy for you.’

Even she didn’t know if that last part was the truth or not. She might have just said it to convince him, but it wasn’t as if she was lying when she said she wanted him to be happy.

She met the woman not long after. Her name was Fumi, and she was a willowy woman with a traditionally Japanese sort of beauty. Perhaps it was because she wore kimonos, but she seemed far more down to earth than you’d expect of a twenty-seven-year-old. Realising Fumi’s gentle demeanour was likely to soothe her father’s spirit, Chifune found herself thinking he had found himself someone nice after all.

Being with his young lover allowed Sōichi to be a man again. Even the way he spoke became manlier, which told Chifune he was setting off into a completely different chapter of his life. It also made her prepare herself for the day he would no longer be her father.

There was no wedding ceremony. After the marriage was officially registered, Sōichi, Fumi and Chifune celebrated with a meal with Fumi’s parents. Chifune understood there was no reason her grandparents would attend such an event, but it still felt like proof her father had cut ties with the Yanagisawa family, and that made her sad.

Sōichi rented a house near the secondary school he taught at and began his new life there with Fumi. Chifune moved out of the annex into the main building of the manor to live with her grandparents.

Once she finished secondary school, Chifune went on to study law at university. Her grandfather asked if she wanted to become a solicitor, but she said she hoped to make use of the knowledge at work.

‘Old ways of doing business won’t cut it soon,’ she explained. ‘Europe and America are lands of contracts. A contract controls everything about a business. Verbal agreements, custom, existing relationships and businesses helping each other out . . . relying on any of those things will leave our business in the past. I apologise for being so direct about it, but is there even anyone in the Yanagisawa family well-versed in law? If we let our guard down, we’ll find a knife in our back. We need to arm ourselves to defend against that with law. That’s why I intend to take up that weapon myself.’

Her grandfather scratched his head and smiled weakly, admitting she had one up on him there. But his expression quickly turned serious again, and he said, ‘Chifune, I’m leaving the family to you.’

‘I’ll take care of it,’ she said, her voice firm.

She rarely visited her father’s new home. Part of that was because she was busy with her studies and lacked the time, but it was mostly due to the fact that she didn’t want to disturb the newly married couple. It wasn’t that she disliked Fumi, though she didn’t know how Fumi felt about her. Chifune could understand if she found her a nuisance.

Her father didn’t come to visit her either, which Chifune could understand. It made sense he wouldn’t visit the family of his first wife.

Things stayed that way until Chifune’s grandfather was rushed to the hospital with a subarachnoid haemorrhage and never returned. It was during Chifune’s summer holiday. Throngs of friends and family came for the wake, including Sōichi. It was the first time she’d seen him in a long time.

After the mourners had left, Chifune stood with her father, looking at her grandfather’s memorial photo as they updated each other on recent developments in their lives. Sōichi smiled with pride as Chifune told him her time at university was fulfilling.

‘And what about you, Father? Are things going well with Fumi?’ she asked.

Her father gave a noncommittal answer but looked like he wanted to say something.

‘What is it?’ she asked.

‘No, it’s not important now. Look after your grandmother for me.’

‘I will, don’t worry. I hope you’re able to build a happy family.’

Sōichi looked somewhat pained by that. ‘You really won’t consider living with us?’

‘I can’t. I think it’s best if we don’t. Best for everyone involved.’

‘I see,’ he said with a resigned look.

After the forty-nine-day period of Buddhist mourning for her grandfather, Chifune learned Sōichi had indeed made a new family. When the two were alone, he told her Fumi was three months pregnant.

She’d never expected that news, and it left her reeling. It was always a possibility, but she’d never imagined it would happen. In fact, it was safe to say she did her best not to think about the marital affairs of her father and his young wife at all.

She remembered how it’d seemed he’d wanted to tell her something at the wake. This was likely it, though perhaps he resisted telling her because it could be inappropriate to bring it up immediately after her grandfather’s passing.

‘You two may have different mothers, but you’re going to be a big sister,’ Sōichi said with a slightly guilty look.

It didn’t seem real to Chifune and it didn’t make her happy. Big sister? What did it even mean to have siblings? She could tell that Sōichi was expecting something from her, however.

‘Congratulations, that’s great news,’ she said, the words he wanted to hear, though even she knew her heart wasn’t in it.

But Sōichi smiled happily and thanked her. The moment she saw that smile, she realised that day had finally come, the day she had long anticipated, when he would no longer be her father.

That night, Chifune told her grandmother about Sōichi and Fumi’s child.

‘I’ve decided to just see it as there being no connection between me and his household. I’m just a nuisance to them, after all. I’ll live here for ever. You don’t mind, do you?’ Chifune said.

‘I’m certain your father doesn’t see you as a nuisance, but you’re welcome to stay here. I’m happy to have you.’

Her grandmother’s expression turned unexpectedly serious at that point, and she said this was a good opportunity to have an important conversation with Chifune.

It was about the camphor tree at Tsukisato Shrine. Chifune had known of the tree since she was a little girl. It was the one said to grant wishes. The Yanagisawas were responsible for maintaining the shrine, and her grandparents had cared for the tree as well.

‘I have to see to the tree now that your grandfather has passed,’ said Chifune’s grandmother. ‘And that’s perfectly fine, but I’ll someday leave this world as well. Once that happens, I’d like you to take my place. What do you think?’

Chifune was honestly a little deflated as she’d been expecting something more serious, but this? A tree? Even so, she immediately told her grandmother she would do it. ‘It’s just tidying up every once in a while, isn’t it? I could start now if that’s all it is.’

Her grandmother nodded happily. ‘Thank you, Chifune. That would be a big help. But you know, caring for the camphor tree is more than just some tidying. There’s something much more important.’

Proper communion with the camphor tree was done at night, particularly on the nights of the full and new moon, and it was the keeper of the camphor tree who arranged everything for that. That was the role her grandmother wanted her to take on.

Reito leaned forward, thinking he was finally going to hear more about this communion he’d been waiting for.

‘I’m sorry to disappoint, but I have no intention of telling you about that,’ said Chifune, her expression cool. ‘I simply had to touch on the camphor tree out of necessity for the story. And I’ve told you several times, you need to find out for yourself what communion with the camphor tree means. But don’t worry, you’ll understand some day. It wasn’t explained to me in words either. I learned about it myself. I will say one thing, however: being the keeper of the camphor tree requires immense responsibility and dedication. And not just anyone can be the keeper. Keep that in mind as you prepare yourself for the days ahead. Do you understand?’

Reito jerked his head in a sloppy nod, causing Chifune to scowl.

She slapped the table. ‘Didn’t I tell you not to use such boorish mannerisms? Have you already forgotten?’

‘Uh, sorry, just habit . . .’

She let out a sigh of frustration then said, ‘Well, back to the story.’

It was April of Chifune’s second year in university when she received a phone call from Sōichi informing her the baby had been born. It was a girl. Chifune gave him a perfunctory congratulations. She wasn’t particularly excited by this news, but it would arguably have been unpleasant to hear that the baby had died during childbirth, meaning she was still glad to hear there were no complications.

‘Would you want to come visit sometime soon?’ Sōichi asked. ‘I know you’re much older, but she is your little sister.’

‘Sure. I’ll visit soon.’

Chifune felt odd even after hanging up. She didn’t feel like it was her father she was speaking to after all this time.

She met her half-sister two months later. Sōichi kept inviting her, and her grandmother kept pushing her to go. She was reluctant to but eventually caved and visited their home.

Her half-sister, a whole nineteen years younger than her, was a cute baby with peachy skin and large eyes. They’d named her Michie. Chifune was relieved to see they didn’t resemble each other at all. Considering how things would be after this, she felt it was better if she couldn’t detect any hint of blood relation between them.

Sōichi pressed her to stay and have dinner with them, but she firmly declined and left the Naoi home. She barely spoke to Fumi the entire time she was there.

It was about six years later that Chifune next saw her half-sister. Sōichi had asked her to come celebrate Michie starting primary school with them. Chifune was again reluctant to go, but her grandmother urged her to.

‘It may have only been for a short time, but Sōichi was a member of the Yanagisawa family,’ her grandmother had said. ‘Even if he’s changed his name back to Naoi, refusing to attend a celebration involving him is cruel, and such treatment is unacceptable. Besides, it’s important for the head of the Yanagisawa family to be aware of what’s going on in the lives of their relatives. If something happens involving them, the public will not be convinced no matter how much we insist we have no connection to them. And you do have a blood connection with them, anyway.’

Quite some time had passed since Chifune had begun assisting her grandmother with the camphor tree, and her grandmother was slowly shifting more of that responsibility on to Chifune.

Chifune’s position in the family was also steadily changing into one of greater responsibility. After graduating from university, she began working at a real estate company in the Yanagisawa Group in the field of rental flats. She’d stopped visiting Sōichi and his family for the practical reason that she was so busy that she had no time.

The celebration was at a Chinese restaurant in Shinjuku. Now six years old, her sister had grown into a beautiful young girl with graceful features. Chifune felt like she was meeting this person for the first time, but Michie clearly felt that more so. Tension seemed to radiate from her entire body.

Sōichi asked how Chifune had been doing, to which she explained she was involved in a large-scale plan for developing flats. He looked surprised at that. Maybe he’d thought that even though she’d used her connections in the Yanagisawa family to get the job, she’d still end up the tea lady or receptionist.

He told her he was going to start work at a new job in April. He’d been invited in as the headmaster of a new university prep school opened in Ueno by a major prep school company. They’d already purchased an old home in Edogawa and moved, meaning Michie was going to be attending primary school in that area.

‘I’m nearly sixty,’ Sōichi said. ‘If I’m starting a new chapter in my life, I’d rather get to it sooner rather than later.’

‘Well, I’m glad to hear it. Good luck,’ Chifune said.

‘Thanks,’ he said, taking a drink of his Shaoxing wine.

This likely meant they would grow even more distant, but neither of them said that aloud.

As usual, Chifune had no idea what to talk about with Fumi. As she watched Fumi giving everything to her family, adding comments to Sōichi’s stories while helping her six-year-old daughter eat, Chifune couldn’t help feeling this woman had no identity other than being the housewife of the family Sōichi had built. There was obviously no place in that family for the daughter of his previous wife.

After that, Chifune met Sōichi and his family once every year or two. She would have liked to get away with seeing only Sōichi and so suggested eating out, but he insisted he wanted her to come to the house. Fumi was always there, but Michie was sometimes gone. She was apparently taking lessons in a variety of things.

Even when the two did meet, Michie and Chifune barely spoke to each other. Michie never once referred to Chifune as her sister, only ever calling her by her name. Once she started middle school, she even began talking to Chifune with a distant, formal sort of speech.

Time passed in the blink of an eye. Japan was visited by a period of prosperity the likes of which had never been seen before, and the company’s growth exploded. Chifune was busy with both work and her personal life, leaving her entirely preoccupied every day. She was in her mid-thirties before she knew it. Most of her friends and acquaintances of her age were already married. It wasn’t that Chifune wasn’t interested in marriage, and she had dated several men, but she never found the one.

Chifune’s elderly grandmother had needed to take on all the responsibility for the camphor tree, but Chifune came home one day to find her on the floor in the kitchen. She’d been struck by vertigo and found herself unable to move.

They thought it was just anaemia, but she was never the same after that day. Her appetite declined until she was barely eating. She moved sluggishly and spent most of her time in bed. They went into the hospital for a checkup, but the doctors weren’t able to find any one specific thing wrong. If they had to say, it just seemed all her systems were simply declining in function. Her grandmother was in her late eighties. Perhaps this was simply nature taking its course.

She passed about a month later. The death certificate listed the cause of death as old age. Two days before taking her last breath, she feebly whispered to Chifune, ‘Take care of the camphor tree.’ Those were the last words she ever said to her.

Chifune was at the crematorium after the funeral when the thought flitted through her mind that she would spend the rest of her life alone.

Unfortunately, she was right.

She remained single after that, never meeting the man of her dreams, though she had not a single regret in that regard. It suited her nature to prioritise her duties as the head of the Yanagisawa family and keeper of the camphor tree over chasing happiness as a woman.

A seismic shift in her relationship with the Naoi family came when she was in her mid-forties and Sōichi fell ill. He was diagnosed with oesophageal cancer, and he underwent surgery, but his prognosis afterwards wasn’t positive, and so he began cancer treatment. His symptoms, however, were not good, and he was hospitalised.

At that point, even Chifune couldn’t remain distant. She had to do more than simply visit him in hospital. She needed to talk with Fumi about his treatment and how it would be paid for. Michie, now an adult, was also there. This was Chifune’s first time speaking with the two of them without Sōichi present.

She learned from this conversation that they were not living a life of luxury and had little in savings. It seemed Sōichi had quit his job, and they were making do with money from his pension and what Michie managed to earn.

Michie had found a job in an appliance store after finishing school, but it was difficult to support the family on only that income, so she worked nights part-time at a club.

When Chifune asked where it was, Michie hesitantly said a club in Ginza. Chifune nodded. The hostess clubs in Ginza were high class, meaning it was at least in a different league from some low-end cabaret club. Someone like Michie could make do in a fancy club in Ginza. She had the beauty, elegance and refinement for that. She realised that too was different when you had a different mother, as she compared her appearance to Michie’s, though there was such a difference in age that Chifune didn’t even feel envious.

Chifune told them she would take on all financial responsibility for the treatment and hospital fees. She was certain Fumi and Michie would dedicate themselves to caring for him, which meant it wasn’t her place to. With that being the case, it only made sense for her as his daughter to pay for treatment.

She visited him two or three times a month. He was thinner every time she saw him. He seemed to know his time was coming because he didn’t groan or complain. When he saw Chifune, he simply said, ‘I’m sorry for everything.’

After a long battle, Sōichi passed on to the next world. Chifune wasn’t there in his last moments. She received word when she was on a business trip in Sendai.

There was a drastic reduction in the amount she saw Fumi and Michie after the services for the wake, the funeral and the forty-nine-day mourning period were complete. She saw them for the first time in a long time on the second anniversary of his death. She hadn’t been able to attend the first anniversary for work reasons.

Fumi contacted her just before the second anniversary to tell her she wanted to talk to her before the memorial service and could she please arrive a little early.

Chifune was surprised when she walked into the funeral home. Fumi and Michie were there, as expected, but what wasn’t expected was the baby in Michie’s arms.

‘What’s going on? Whose child is that?’ Chifune asked.

‘Mine,’ said Michie quietly.

Annoyed, Chifune said, ‘I can tell that much. I’m asking about the father. Who is he? Has he legally acknowledged the child?’

‘He . . . hasn’t. It’s complicated,’ she said uncomfortably.

Fumi was beside her, silent, her expression pained. Looking at them made it clear to Chifune.

‘He’s married, isn’t he? With children?’

Michie nodded slightly and squeezed her arms around the baby.

‘What does he do? Was he a client at the club in Ginza?’ Chifune demanded. Michie nodded again, and Chifune felt dizzy. She turned to Fumi now and asked, ‘Why weren’t you opposed to this?’

‘It was already past that stage by the time I found out. And she wanted to have the baby so badly . . .’ Her words trailed off weakly.

Chifune hadn’t known that shortly after Sōichi’s death, Michie had moved out of their house in Edogawa to live on her own. She sometimes spoke with Fumi on the phone, but they rarely met face to face. By the time Fumi was aware of the changes to her daughter’s body, Michie was already four months pregnant.

The father was a forty-eight-year-old businessman who operated several food establishments throughout the Tokyo metropolitan area. He had one daughter in secondary school and lived with her and his wife in Setagaya. Or, at the very least, that was what he’d told Michie. Whether or not any of that was true was uncertain. He hadn’t given Michie his exact address, and the only way she could contact him was using a mobile phone number.

When she told him about the pregnancy, he said he didn’t agree with her carrying it to term. He had no intention of leaving his family for her, which would make things difficult on the child. However, he wouldn’t stop her if she insisted on having the baby and would do what he could to support them, though he made it clear he would not legally recognise the child as his.

When Chifune asked why Michie hadn’t gone to anyone for help, the answer was simple: because she assumed everyone would be against her having the child anyway.

‘You wanted to have the child that badly?’ Chifune asked.

‘I didn’t know what I’d do when I first realised I was pregnant. It’s just, I don’t know why, but with every day I loved my baby more. I couldn’t even think about not having it. And . . .’ She hesitated for a moment. ‘He said he’d love the child. He said he couldn’t legally recognise the baby, but he’d love it once it was born.’

Michie told Chifune that the man had been supporting her financially since they became involved and continued to do so.

‘He came to visit not that long ago,’ Michie said. ‘He even helped change his diaper. And like he said, he loves him.’

She’d named the baby boy Reito.

Chifune was angered by her half-sister’s lackadaisical attitude towards the situation. Did she even think of the boy’s future? Was she intending to have this man put food on their table for the rest of her life even though there was no guarantee that support would continue?

She demanded answers to these questions, but it was Fumi who answered in Michie’s place.

‘I understand your concern. Even if Michie is only your half-sister, her having the child of a married man could cause you trouble. That’s why we wanted to tell you about it and talk about the future.’

‘What about the future?’

Fumi turned to Michie with a look that said she needed speak for herself.

‘When I decided to have this child, I made my decision,’ she said. ‘I knew you’d be angry at me, that you wouldn’t want someone like me in the family, which is why I’ve decided to cut all ties with you.’

‘Cut ties?’ Chifune asked.

‘Yes,’ Michie said firmly. ‘Forget about me. Pretend I don’t even exist, or at least convince yourself I have nothing to do with you. You’ve never thought of me as your sister anyway. I’m just the daughter of the woman who stole your dad away. And I get it. At least it’s better than you hating me. But I also know you’re annoyed at me for having a baby against everyone’s advice, and one that’s the result of an affair at that. I understand if you want to toss me aside. That’s why I decided I’d be the one to end things. It’s best for both of us if we don’t have anything to do with each other.’

And it all made sense to Chifune now. She imagined part of Michie honestly didn’t want to cause trouble for her, her half-sister, but that was likely overshadowed by the fact that Michie didn’t want someone she barely knew like Chifune butting in on her life and telling her what to do. She was essentially telling Chifune to just leave her and her child alone, that this had nothing to do with her.

If Michie felt that strongly about it, Chifune had no reason to attempt to change her mind.

‘All right,’ she said. ‘If you’re that determined, I won’t say anything. I won’t contact you and I won’t interfere. Is that what you want?’

‘Yes. And I’m sorry.’ Michie bowed, still holding the child to her.

They then had the memorial service for Sōichi. It was only the three of them and a few of Fumi’s relatives. They didn’t say anything when they saw Michie’s baby. Chifune never did find out how Fumi had explained that to them.

Chifune had barely any interaction with Fumi or Michie after that. Fumi very occasionally contacted her about matters regarding Sōichi, but they never discussed Michie.

And Chifune was busy anyway. She was taking on additional duties as a board member for various companies within the Yanagisawa Group. She barely had any time to relax. There was so little time that she had to hire someone to look after the camphor tree, though the communions at night were the one thing she had to handle as the keeper. There were times, however, when she simply had to be away for work. As much as it pained her, she refused to accept communion bookings during those periods.

Eight years passed in that manner, and Chifune received unexpected news: Michie had passed away. They were going to hold the wake and funeral on the same day, so Chifune hopped on a plane and rushed back.

Fumi was skin and bones. Despite only being in her sixties, she looked elderly.

Michie had died of breast cancer. It was already too late, and it had spread too much by the time they found it. They tried everything, but it took everything just to buy her some more time.

Chifune asked how the past eight years had been. As she expected, Michie’s life as a single mother had not been smooth sailing. Reito’s father stopped providing financial support. The man had visited several times just after Reito was born, but those instances steadily became fewer and further between until they finally stopped. Reito wasn’t even three when he stopped sending Michie money.

Maybe taking it to court could have worked. They could have proven the man’s paternity with a DNA test, which would allow them to demand child support regardless of whether the man acknowledged the child or not. Michie didn’t have that legal knowledge, however, and she’d insisted on giving birth to the child even if the man wouldn’t acknowledge their son, regardless of the difficulties that brought. Perhaps she didn’t feel she had a right to demand anything after that.

And even if she had taken him to court, there was a high probability it would have made no difference. Years later, they learned Reito’s father had failed in his business and lost all his wealth and assets. He and his family disappeared. They weren’t going to get anything out of him even if they hunted him down.

Which meant that, either way, Michie had to raise Reito on her own. She and Reito moved back in with Fumi, and Michie worked a part-time job during the day while continuing to work at the club at night. Fumi looked after Reito while she was gone.

Mother and daughter worked together to raise a boy. It was difficult, but they were happy in their own way.

Michie began complaining about feeling unwell about a year before her death, but she had probably noticed symptoms before that. Her sudden weight loss was apparent, but she claimed it was just her diet working.

Fumi thought maybe Michie didn’t want to end up with her breast removed.

Michie’s face had always had a slender beauty, but her body had curves with an ample bosom apparent even under clothes. It was easy to imagine that being an asset in her work at the club. If she was diagnosed with breast cancer, they might recommend a mastectomy, and so she put off going in for a checkup in order to avoid that. Apparently, she had in fact refused any invasive surgery even after they’d diagnosed her with breast cancer.

‘Maybe she couldn’t bear letting go of her feminine charms because she didn’t think she had any other value, even if it meant not being able to raise Reito,’ Fumi said with a sad smile.

In the eight years Chifune hadn’t seen him, Reito had grown to that age when boys are particularly energetic. He wasn’t visibly upset by his mother’s death, perhaps because he’d watched her health decline.

Fumi introduced Chifune to him as, ‘Someone who helped out your mum and me a long time ago.’ Reito bowed to her. The slight downward tilt of his eyes looked like Michie’s.

At the time, Chifune thought she would never see that boy again.
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The next afternoon, while Reito was tidying his living space, Chifune called him and told him to go and get a haircut.

‘I meant to tell you yesterday when we parted ways, but I forgot with all the other things we talked about,’ she said. ‘We’ve gone to all the trouble of getting you nice clothes, we can’t have you looking dishevelled. Make sure it’s cut neatly.’

‘Uh, okay,’ he said running his hand along the back of his head.

‘Do you remember the plan for today?’

‘Pretty much.’

‘Pretty much? That doesn’t sound very reliable. Tell me the plan.’

‘Uh.’ Reito searched his memory. ‘I’ll meet you at the station at four-thirty. We’ll take the rapid train from there straight to Shinjuku where the hotel that the banquet is going to be in is. I think.’

He heard her sigh.

‘Good enough,’ she said. ‘We’ll have some extra time in Shinjuku, but better to have some leeway than not.’

‘Since if we’re late, it’ll make a bad first impression of me on the rest of the Yanagisawa family.’

‘I’m glad you understand that. That’s exactly right. I’ll see you at four-thirty.’

He said goodbye and hung up, feeling down at the prospect of this stress-inducing day. He had absolutely zero interest in attending this Yanagisawa Group banquet, but he couldn’t go against Chifune. That’s what she’d bought him a suit for, after all.

Three hours later, he put on his pure white dress shirt and suit – what had become his excellent Sunday best – fastened his belt, did up his tie, put on his shining leather shoes, and stepped out of the shrine office. He’d put two 10,000-yen bills in his wallet just in case. Just preparation for if something happened.

He pushed his old bicycle down the stairs from the shrine grounds, hopped in the saddle, and peddled away. He parked the bicycle in the parking lot in front of the station then went to the ticket barriers. The clock said 4:25. Everything was exactly as planned.

Chifune was sitting on a bench in the waiting area wearing a caramel-coloured coat. He approached her and said hello. She looked up and blinked at him several times in surprise.

‘They say the clothes make a man,’ she said. ‘You look very nice. And your hair. Much neater.’

‘Thank you.’

Chifune’s hand then flew to her mouth in realisation. ‘Drat. We forgot to buy you a coat. Aren’t you cold?’

‘I’m fine. It’s not that cold out.’

‘I meant to buy you one . . .’

‘It’s all right. Besides, I’d feel even guiltier if you bought me a coat on top of all this.’

‘Well, the banquet hall will be so full of people it will get rather hot anyway. Just be careful when you’re walking outside. Huddling over makes you look sloppy.’

‘I’ll be careful.’

‘Then let’s go,’ Chifune said as she stood.

The rapid train towards Tokyo was empty, and Chifune and Reito sat side by side.

‘Thank you again for yesterday,’ Reito said.

‘For the clothing? It wasn’t like I could introduce some slovenly looking person to the Yanagisawa family.’

‘Yeah, the clothing of course, but also for everything you told me. I learned a lot about my mum.’

‘You actually enjoyed it? I would have thought you’d have got bored of listening to an old woman drone on about the past.’

‘Not at all. I’m not sure if I should call that sort of story entertaining, but it was. I can’t believe my grandpa got remarried to a former student that much younger than him, and that you had a sister like twenty years younger than you. Must’ve been pretty dramatic from your perspective.’

‘You talk like it has nothing to do with you, but you’re the end result of all that drama.’

Reito shrugged. ‘Honestly, it doesn’t really feel real to me, like it was a story about someone else.’

‘It is without a doubt your story. That’s why I told you.’

‘I know, but I just think stories about you are interesting anyway. That you didn’t live with your dad and that you took over as the keeper of the camphor tree . . .’

‘At risk of sounding like a broken record, I will not tell you about communion,’ she said as she wagged a finger at him.

‘I know. But I do think I’ve figured something out about it recently.’

‘Oh? And what is that?’

‘There’s some sort of connection between the people who commune at the new moon and people who commune at the full moon.’

He explained how he discovered while inputting the communion records that after one person communed at the new moon, another person with the same surname would often commune at the full moon sometime later.

‘When I dug into it, almost all of them were like that,’ he said. ‘Two people with the same surname, one comes on a new moon, one comes on a full moon. Meaning they’re family, related somehow, and there’s a connection with all those communions . . . What do you think of my theory? Am I on the right track?’

Chifune sat in silence for a moment as if thinking before saying, ‘No comment. However, I will say, you’re looking in the right place. The important question is what is the difference between communing at the new moon and communing at the full moon? What is the nature of the connection? Light and dark? Plus and minus? Good and evil? It’s very simple, and I’d like you to figure it out on your own.’

‘I’ll do my best,’ he said, happy that what he said seemed not completely wrong.

‘Oh, yes, there was something I wanted to give you,’ Chifune said as she fished in her handbag and brought out a small, flat, blue leather case. ‘Take this.’

Inside were business cards, and what was printed on them made Reito’s eyes go wide: Tsukisato Shrine, Reito Naoi, Chief Shrine Manager.

‘Chief manager?’ he asked. ‘But there’s only person, me.’

‘And there are plenty of companies where the CEO is the only employee. You’re the person responsible for the shrine and you need an appropriate title for that.’

‘Wait, I’m responsible?’

‘You are. Why is this surprising you? What did you think you were?’

‘Just, like, someone still in training . . .’

‘A chief manager is still a chief manager even if they’re in training. Try to be more aware of your position and responsibility.’

‘Right, yeah.’ He held up the business card holder to look at it then slipped it into the inside pocket of his jacket. It seemed like all Chifune was doing lately was whipping him into shape with her sharp tongue.

The train pulled into Shinjuku Station, and the two of them walked outside. It was actually pretty cold out, but it wasn’t just the cold that made Reito’s body tense up.

‘Aunt Chifune, I don’t know about this,’ he said.

‘What’s wrong?’

‘I’m just getting kind of nervous.’

‘Oh, come on. You’re a mess.’ She stopped and looked up at him, her gaze hard. ‘Pull yourself together.’

‘But I’ve never been to something like this.’

‘There’s no reason for you to tense up like that. Just tell yourself that it’s perfectly normal for you to be here and walk in with your head held high. But don’t be all bravado. People are more afraid of those who don’t put on a front than those who do. Just be as natural as you can. All right?’

‘I’ll try . . .’

‘More importantly, get your hands out of your pockets. It’s uncouth.’

‘Oh, sorry.’ Reito shrank back and pulled his hands out of his pockets.

The banquet was being held in some super super high-end hotel. Reito could feel himself about to hunch over to make himself smaller, but he remembered what Chifune said and walked with his back straight. And thinking about it, he was actually wearing clothes appropriate for this sort of hotel, unlike last time.

There was a large group of people already standing outside the banquet hall, and all of them seemed like people of high status. They looked refined just standing there chatting.

‘I’ll check us in. You take care of this,’ Chifune said as she took off her coat and handed it to him.

He took it with some exasperation, then stood there looking around at all the people again.

‘What are you doing?’ Chifune asked him. ‘Go put it away.’

‘Uh, where?’

‘In the cloakroom, of course.’

‘The what?’

Chifune pointed at a counter they’d passed. There were workers behind taking things from the guests.

Oh. It clicked then. He’d thought she was just telling him to hold her coat for her. He went and left her coat at the cloakroom then rejoined her. She was speaking with a heavyset man.

‘Reito, let me introduce you. This is Katsushige,’ Chifune said. ‘He’s my second cousin.’

‘Second cousin?’ He’d heard the phrase before but didn’t know exactly what it meant.

‘Chifune’s mother was my father’s cousin. She was two years older,’ the man said and held out a business card. ‘Pleasure to meet you.’

Reito thanked him as he accepted the card. Yanattsu Corporation, Katsushige Yanagisawa, Managing Director. As he stared at the words, Chifune made a cough-like noise. He looked at her, and she shot a sharp look towards his chest. He finally remembered. He hurried to pull out his blue business card holder and one of his own business cards from that.

‘It’s a pleasure to meet you too,’ he said as he gave Katsushige a card.

The left side of Katsushige’s mouth turned up in a thin smile as he took the card, an expression that remained on his face as he glanced at it. When he came to Reito’s title, Chief Shrine Manager, he read it aloud then said, ‘An impressive title.’

Reito thanked him and bowed his head even though he was certain Katsushige was being sarcastic.

‘I wonder, does he really understand what it means to take on the mantle of keeper of the camphor tree?’ Katsushige asked Chifune.

‘I haven’t told him. As you know, it’s not something that can be expressed in words.’

‘Which means you’re making him find out on his own? I’m just not sure if this will really work out. I know he’s related to you, but you two have only met recently, haven’t you?’

‘That’s why we’re working together.’

‘Is that enough? Being the keeper of the camphor tree is no simple task.’

‘I know that far better than any,’ she said sharply. ‘Though I greatly appreciate your concern.’

Katsushige frowned then said to Reito, ‘You’ll need to work hard,’ and turned away.

‘Katsushige,’ called Chifune. ‘Am I right that there will be an unofficial board meeting after the party?’

He turned back towards her, a slight shadow over his expression. ‘Where did you hear that?’

‘I’m the advisor. I receive my information from everywhere. What’s on the agenda?’

‘The development of the resort. It’s just rehashing decisions already made. No need for you to bother yourself with attending.’

‘I heard you’ll be discussing what to do with Hotel Yanagisawa. Is that true?’

Katsushige scratched his brow. ‘It may come up.’

‘Then why wasn’t I informed? I supervised that hotel when it was established.’

‘That was forty years ago.’

‘Thirty-eight. And what does it matter if it was a long time ago?’

Katsushige looked at her, his expression sour. It seemed like he was about to start spewing insults, but he took a deep breath, and his expression turned to one of resignation.

‘Fine,’ he muttered. ‘It’ll be at the main bar on G1 at half-eight. We’ve booked a room. They should be able to show you where if you tell them you’re with the Yanagisawa Group at the entrance.’

‘Drinking at a board meeting? How classy.’

‘It’s an informal meeting.’ Katsushige gave a nonchalant wave and walked off.

‘Trying to exclude me?’ she muttered as she watched Katsushige’s broad back disappear into the crowd. ‘What a thorn in my side. He’s an eyesore.’

‘What’s Hotel Yanagisawa?’ Reito asked.

‘A hotel in Hakone. It was the Yanagisawa Group’s first hotel and what triggered their move into the hotel industry. And as I said to him, I was in charge of that project. It’s not a large-scale hotel, but it prides itself on providing high-quality service. It’s become a favourite for many important figures in the financial industry. It is, of course, popular with its normal guests as well. For a time, it was hard to reserve a room if you didn’t book more than six months in advance, and now they’re trying to shut down something with that kind of history.’

‘What, why? Aren’t hotels doing great these days with all the tourists from overseas?’

‘Only what are called city hotels or business hotels located in large cities, and it’s why Yanattsu Corporation changed tack ten years ago towards expanding their hotel sector in cities. I’m sure you’ve heard of Yanattsu Hotels.’

‘They’re all over the place. So, I guess it’s pretty rough then?’

‘Well, despite what I said, Hotel Yanagisawa is not performing poorly by any means. It is in Hakone, after all. Even if there are more international tourists, the majority of guests in Hakone are from the Tokyo metropolitan area. They say that even as Japan’s population declines, the Tokyo area is the one place that will stay largely the same. Meaning, Hakone will still have plenty of business prospects.’

‘Then why are they talking about closing it?’

‘The problem is actually the opposite of what you think it is. They’re planning to open a large-scale resort in Hakone.’

‘Oh, so they’re updating the hotel?’

Chifune shook her head, her expression cold. ‘The land they’ve purchased isn’t next to Hotel Yanagisawa. They’re not treating it as an update. It’s a completely different facility. So then the question becomes, what do we do with Hotel Yanagisawa? It appears the higher ups in the Yanagisawa Group are coming to the conclusion it should be closed. The idiots. That hotel is what made the Yanagisawa Group what it is today.’

‘And you plan on giving them a piece of your mind.’

‘Despite my title of advisor, I am effectively retired. I’m not sure how much they’ll listen to me because of that, but I intend to say what needs to be said.’

She looked into the distance, her eyes filled with determination, and that was when the doors to the banquet hall opened wide.

Everyone around them instantly moved towards the doors. Reito let himself get swept along as he followed Chifune in. Hotel employees were on either side of the hall offering drinks to the guests, and it didn’t look like you needed to pay for them. There was whisky cut with water, glasses of red and white wine, oolong tea, and more. Reito didn’t know what to take.

‘What are you dilly-dallying over? Just pick one,’ Chifune said sharply as she took a glass of oolong tea.

‘I just don’t know what the right choice is . . .’ he said.

‘Pick whatever you want to drink. There are no pros or cons to any of them. You’re causing trouble for the people behind us by standing in the way.’ She pushed her glass of tea into his hand and picked up a new one. ‘Let’s go.’

He followed her, looking around the hall with awe. He realised this must be what people meant when they said a place was ‘opulent’. The sheer size, for one, was overwhelming. You could easily hold a Little League baseball match in here. Luxurious chandeliers hung from the ceiling emitting a blazing glow over round, pure-white tables where ladies and gentlemen of high society gathered in their finery.

Along the walls were rows of tables filled with food as well as counters where workers provided even more. Those counters had everything from sushi to soba noodles and eel. He was afraid just looking at it would make his stomach rumble.

‘Esteemed guests,’ called a man in a voice that carried well. He must have been the toastmaster. ‘It is my pleasure to announce the beginning of our banquet hosted to thank our cherished clients and associates for your friendship and support of the various companies within the Yanagisawa Group. We may only spend a short time together tonight, but I do hope you thoroughly enjoy yourselves. First, we’ll begin with a few opening remarks from the CEO of Yanattsu Corporation, Mr Masakazu Yanagisawa.’

The man on stage was on the shorter side, but he stood with such good posture that there was an air of grandeur about him. His jet-black hair had likely been dyed, but it was successful in making him appear more youthful than he probably was. According to the invitation Chifune showed Reito on the train, his name, Masakazu, was written with the characters for ‘commander’ and ‘peace’.

‘Thank you, everyone, for making time in your busy schedules to attend today. The years have passed quickly, and this is already our thirtieth such banquet. It is thanks to all of you that we are able to hold it every year.’

Reito was impressed Masakazu was able to speak without having to pause despite not referring to any notes. Maybe this was nothing for someone at the top of a company, but Reito didn’t think he could manage to get a single word out if he was put in front of hundreds of people.

‘He’s the older brother of Katsushige, who you met earlier,’ Chifune said quietly. ‘He contributed to the group’s full-scale foray into mid-range hotels in cities, and they say he’s the one to thank for leading them to success. He doesn’t let existing sensibilities restrain him. He’s happy to challenge things previously considered taboo. He’s the Yanagisawa Group’s own Sakamoto Ryōma, a samurai known for being a visionary.’

‘Huh. Sounds incredible,’ Reito said.

‘He is an ideas man, and skilled at negotiation. And eloquent as well, as you can tell. I don’t think he would be as successful as he is if that were all he had, however.’

Something about that meaning-laden comment felt odd to Reito. He glanced sideways at her. ‘What do you mean?’

‘It’s not important.’ She shook her head slightly, her eyes still on the stage. ‘Forget it. I was just talking to myself.’

‘And in that way,’ Masakazu continued, ‘we bring the spirit of hospitality into everything we do, including this banquet. I hope you will find that, and it will thoroughly tantalise your eyes, ears, and even palate. Apologies for rambling on like this. I’d meant to keep it short. Thank you all for listening, and please enjoy yourselves.’

He stepped down from the stage to applause. He looked overflowing with confidence.

After that, some old man whose title Reito didn’t understand went up on stage and led the venue in a toast, then they were finally let loose on the food and drink.

Reito set his glass of oolong tea on a nearby table and turned towards one of the counters with food.

‘Where are you going?’ Chifune stopped him.

‘Uh, I thought I’d start with some sushi . . . I’ll grab you some, too. What do you like?’

She frowned. ‘I can feed you sushi any time you want. Forget that and come here,’ she said, then turned and walked away towards a group of people gathered around a table. Masakazu Yanagisawa, the man who had just given the opening remarks, was there. The elegant woman at his side was likely his wife. Katsushige Yanagisawa was also there, along with another woman Reito assumed to be his wife as well. They held glasses in one hand while greeting all sorts of people, but none of them were eating.

Chifune showed no signs of being intimidated as she approached Masakazu, who was chatting with another man. He must have noticed someone approaching because he turned towards her, his eyes going slightly wide at the sight of her before he smiled.

‘Congratulations on a successful event,’ Chifune said.

‘Thank you. Katsushige was telling me you’ll be joining our little gathering later, though I’m afraid we won’t be talking about anything of importance.’

‘Are you trying to imply a meeting to decide eliminating the hotel that is the symbol of the Yanagisawa Group’s expansion into the hospitality industry isn’t important? It seems we feel very differently about the matter. I don’t intend to meddle in your plans, but I would like to provide several points for you to consider, as someone familiar with the Yanagisawa Group’s early period.’

‘I would be grateful to hear all you have to say. On a different note,’ he said as he looked towards Reito, ‘is that the nephew I’ve heard so much about?’

‘It is. I’ve already introduced him to Katsushige but thought he should meet the rest of you as well.’ She turned to Reito as well. ‘Introduce yourself, Reito.’

Reito took his blue business card holder from his coat pocket, pulled out a card, then took a step towards Masakazu. ‘My name is Reito Naoi. It’s a pleasure to meet you.’ He bowed, holding out the card.

Masakazu took it then pursed his lips. ‘Hmm.’

‘I received one of his business cards earlier as well,’ said Katsushige. ‘It’s some title.’

‘That it is,’ said Masakazu as he lifted his eyes from the card to Reito’s face, scrutinising him. Then to Chifune he said, ‘Remind me, what was your father’s name?’

‘Sōichi.’

‘That’s right.’ He nodded and looked back at Reito. ‘I still remember what Sōichi looked like. I believe the last time I saw him was at my uncle’s funeral. Yes, I do see the resemblance.’

Reito didn’t have much to say in response to that. He’d never met Sōichi, his grandfather. He’d only ever seen the photo Chifune showed him.

‘That camphor tree is the Yanagisawa family’s treasure. Do look after it, will you?’ Masakazu said with a smile as he slipped Reito’s business card into his pocket, but there was a sharp gleam in his eyes.

‘I will,’ Reito said, his voice a little hoarse.

‘Let me introduce you,’ Masakazu said placing a hand on the shoulder of the woman beside him. ‘This is my wife, Motoko. Motoko, this is Chifune’s nephew I was telling you about earlier. Reito Naoi, though I’m sure you heard.’

Motoko, a middle-aged woman, smiled and said hello, and Reito responded with a greeting of his own.

After that, he was introduced to the various members of the family, starting with Katsushige’s wife. All the men held important positions in the Yanagisawa Group. Reito was told each of their titles, but he didn’t remember a single one.

‘Reito, where did you attend university?’ Masakazu asked.

Reito felt his buttocks clench and had to remember not to denigrate himself.

‘I didn’t,’ he said. ‘I finished with secondary school.’

He could sense the expressions of the people around him change, but Masakazu showed no reaction.

‘Well, educational history isn’t a significant problem,’ Masakazu said. ‘What did you do after school?’

‘A few different things. I worked at a food manufacturer, then in a bar . . .’

‘Meaning you’ve never settled in one place and dedicated yourself to a single goal?’

‘I . . .’

As Reito struggled for words, Masakazu gave a slight wave of his hand. ‘Never mind. Enough about the past. What’s important is what your hopes are for the future. How do you plan to live your life? I can’t imagine you’re thinking of spending the rest of your life doing nothing but caring for the camphor tree.’

‘No . . .’

‘Then tell me. What future do you envision for yourself?’

Reito took in a long breath and glanced at Chifune. Her eyes were fixed forward, away from him. That told him she wasn’t going to be throwing him any lifelines.

He let out his breath and looked back at Masakazu. ‘To put it bluntly, I don’t have anything planned for my future.’ Reito noticed Masakazu’s eyebrow twitch up but continued. ‘I have no education other than being able to do a bit with machines. I have nothing going for me. I have no useful tools. But that’s how it’s always been. I didn’t have anything when I was born. My dad left the picture before I can remember, and my mum died early. I’ve led my life with nothing. I’m the only one who will protect me. I have to do it myself. It’s been that way up until today, and I’m sure it’ll be that way tomorrow, too.

‘But I’m ready for it. I have nothing to lose, nothing to be afraid of. I cherish every moment, and if a boulder comes rolling at me, I can just leap out the way. If there’s a river in my path, I just jump over it. If it’s too big to jump, I just dive in and swim. Sometimes, I let it sweep me along if I need to. That’s how I plan to keep on living. And if I have just one thing when I die, I’ll be happy. It doesn’t have to be some big asset, like money, a house, or land. It could be one set of ragged clothes or a broken watch. I had absolutely nothing when I was born, so having just one thing when I die means I’ve won.’

After letting out those thoughts in one big stream, thoughts he’d always had, Reito let out a breath and asked, ‘How’s that?’

Masakazu looked into Reito’s face once more. His smile was gone.

‘The determination of a wanderer weighed down by nothing, hmm?’ Masakazu said. ‘It was impressive to listen to. You have a way with words.’

‘Thank you.’

‘But I do have one question: what happens if you find something blocking your path as you live your life like that? You want to continue on straight ahead, but you find a towering wall. The path splits in two to the left and right. Do you go left? Do you go right? How do you decide? Your gut? Or, like most young people these days, do you post about it on social media and get advice from people you’ve never met?’

‘No, when that happens—’

Reito stopped himself. He’d been about to say he flips a coin, but he swallowed the words back as he remembered what that solicitor Yoshinori Iwamoto had said: The next time you’re faced with an important decision, use your head. Clarify what it is you want and base your decision on that. Don’t rely on a coin toss.

‘What? Do you just stop, stuck, when you find yourself at a crossroads?’ Masakazu said with a smile as he looked around at the others’ reactions. Several of them returned pandering smiles.

Reito wet his lips. ‘I rely on my experience and think it through for myself,’ he said finally.

A corner of Masakazu’s mouth quirked up. ‘Experience? I wonder how much experience a wanderer like you can ever have.’

Reito swallowed, no words coming out. As humiliating as it was, he had no counterargument because he agreed.

‘Let me tell you what I would do,’ Masakazu said. ‘At the core, you and I would do the same, at least in that we would both rely on our experience and knowledge to think the problem through. And perhaps this is rather blunt, but the difference between you and me is our backgrounds. The one other thing that is necessary is to seek out the opinions of those around you, which I can do because I’ve surrounded myself with advisors I can rely on. Once you’ve done your thinking, you can finally find a solution to the problem. However, the answer isn’t to go right or left.’ Masakazu jabbed Reito in the chest with a finger. ‘What I am doing is thinking of a way to break through that wall and forge a new path forward.’

Reito froze. He couldn’t think of anything to say. He was completely swallowed up by the man’s intensity.

Then Masakazu grinned and tapped his watch. ‘I think I’ve gone on long enough. The party’s only just begun. There’s still plenty of time for you to enjoy yourself.’

And then he turned away.
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‘I knew I didn’t belong here,’ muttered Reito as he and Chifune left Masakazu’s table.

‘We’re going to have problems if that’s enough to break you,’ said Chifune. ‘If talking is boxing to them, that was no more than a jab. Get yourself back on your feet.’

He sighed. If that was a jab, a cross would be a one-hit KO.

‘Well, you could argue we accomplished our goal of introducing you to everyone in the Yanagisawa family.’

‘Can I get something to eat then?’

‘Yes, but don’t go overboard. It’s rude to be gluttonous.’

‘Okay. What should I go for first?’ His eye turned towards one of the counters. Sushi did still sound good. He let out a gasp as he caught sight of someone he recognised in the queue.

‘What?’ asked Chifune.

‘I see someone I know. Someone who comes to the shrine sometimes. Mind if I go and say hello?’

‘Of course not. In fact, let’s separate for now. I see a few people I’d like to say hello to as well.’

‘Yeah, that’s probably a good idea.’

After the party, Chifune was going to the board meeting. Reito obviously wasn’t tagging along for that, so the two of them would be leaving the banquet separately no matter what.

‘Okay, if we do that, I’ll need to give you this.’ He took a plastic tile with a number on it from his pocket. It was for the cloakroom.

‘Don’t drink too much,’ Chifune said as she put the tile in her handbag and left.

Reito went to the sushi counter. The person he’d seen taking a variety plate of sushi was Yūmi Saji wearing a moss-green dress with a ribbon tied at the waist. It was Reito’s first time seeing her in something other than trousers, a new and intriguing look on her for him.

Yūmi turned away from the counter towards him, and their eyes met, but she didn’t seem to immediately recognise him. She looked at him questioningly, then froze, her eyes blinking in surprise.

‘Hey,’ Reito said. ‘I didn’t think I’d see you here.’

‘This is a surprise. I wasn’t expecting you either. Why are you even here?’ Her eyes roved up and down him, perhaps because she’d only ever seen him in his work clothes.

‘It’s kind of hard to explain, but I’m sort of part of the Yanagisawa family.’

‘Really?’

‘Are you here on your own?’

‘No way. I came with my dad. Mum was supposed to come, but she’s caught a cold, so Dad dragged me along instead.’

The two went to a nearby table, and Yūmi set down her plate of sushi. There were bottles of beer and glasses in the centre of the table, so they started by clinking their drinks together. The cool beer hit Reito’s empty stomach sharply.

‘So, your dad’s company has some connection to the Yanagisawa Group?’ Reito asked.

‘Not as far as I’m aware. Not really anyway. He’s here to try and build one.’

Reito cocked his head. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Dad said he happened to meet an advisor for the Yanagisawa Group who mentioned this banquet. Dad insisted he wanted to be here, so it wasn’t like they invited us to come. We’re paying entry.’

Reito snapped his fingers. ‘That advisor was probably my aunt. That makes sense. He met her through communing with the camphor tree.’ Reito explained that his aunt handled registration for communions.

‘Huh,’ Yūmi said. ‘So, he just happened to meet someone through communing and decided to network with the Yanagisawa Group. I know he’s my dad, but that seems a bit overly opportunistic.’

‘Where is he anyway?’

‘Over there somewhere, I think. Probably carrying a bottle of beer around, pouring people drinks while he passes out business cards.’ She looked around the hall then pointed. ‘Ah, there he is.’

Reito looked and saw Toshiaki Saji with, just as Yūmi said, a beer bottle in hand. He had a big smile on his face as he bowed and chatted with some gentleman.

‘Oh, crap,’ Reito muttered. ‘If he sees us together, he’s going to wonder how we met. I’m assuming he doesn’t know you’ve come to the shrine a bunch of times.’

‘Shoot, you’re right. He might guess I was following him.’

‘Let’s pretend we’ve never met.’ Reito leaned away from her, turning his head away as well as they talked. ‘What are you doing after the party? Going home with your dad?’

‘He told me to leave without him. He plans to schmooze someone.’

‘Works well for us then. I’m free after this, too. Do you want to go somewhere and talk strategy?’

‘Sounds good. Where should we go? A lounge in the hotel?’

‘That’s a waste of money. There’s a coffee shop next to the hotel. How about that?’ Reito told her about the place.

‘Okey-dokey. See you later.’

With that, Reito left Yūmi and went to one of the food-laden tables. After downing several hors d’oeuvres as colourful as sweets, he dug into a sushi taster plate, a bowl of cha soba noodles, and a bowl of rice topped with eel. He took a break to sip a whisky and water and looked around the hall again where he discovered he recognised two other people: Sōki Oba and Morio Fukuda of Takumiya Confectionery.

If he remembered correctly, Morio was an executive director. Chifune had also told him the Oba family had a long relationship with the Yanagisawas, so maybe they had some business connection.

Sōki and Morio were going from table to table saying their hellos. When Morio spotted a new target, he’d stop them and introduce Sōki. Sōki was in a suit today but was clearly not used to wearing it, and his previously blond hair had been redyed black. His expression was dreary as he reluctantly spoke with the other guests.

Reito let out a pitying sigh. Guess it wasn’t easy being the pampered son of an old confectionery company.

As he was lost in those thoughts, a voice called out to him.

‘Wait, aren’t you . . . ?’

Reito turned to see Toshiaki Saji. Looked like he’d pretty much finished handing out business cards to all the people he was aiming for.

‘Yeah, you’re the new keeper of the camphor tree. What was it again, uh . . . ?’

‘Reito Naoi,’ Reito said with a bow. ‘It’s nice to see you, Mr Saji.’

‘That’s right, Reito. Ms Yanagisawa did say you were a relative.’ He quickly seemed to figure out why Reito would be there.

‘Thank you for everything,’ Reito said.

‘I’m the one who should be thanking you. And I’ve got this coming full moon and the night before booked.’

‘I look forward to seeing you again at the shrine.’

Toshiaki nodded and looked around. ‘This really is a huge party. Though what else would you expect from the Yanagisawa Group? I was seriously lucky when I heard about this gathering because I met Ms Yanagisawa through the camphor tree,’ he murmured, which backed up what Yūmi had said.

A question popped into Reito’s mind. ‘I don’t mean to pry, but how did you learn about communion with the tree in the first place?’

‘What you mean?’ Toshiaki said, his glass of white wine pausing most of the way to his lips with a look of surprise on his face. ‘I’m the full-moon person. It’s usually the same, isn’t it? Someone leaves a will, one thing leads to another, and you end up going to commune.’

‘A will?’ Reito hadn’t been expecting that. ‘Whose will?’

‘That’s rather private . . .’ Toshiaki looked uncertain what to say and didn’t continue.

‘I’m sorry. You don’t have to answer that,’ Reito jumped to say. One hard rule was that he must not ask the visitors about their communion.

‘That reminds me,’ Toshiaki said bringing his empty hand to his forehead. ‘Last time I booked a slot for communion, Ms Yanagisawa told me the new keeper of the camphor tree is still in training and asked me not to tell you anything about communion. That explains it. You don’t know how it works.’

‘No, I don’t . . .’ Reito winced back.

‘That’s kind of funny. If you end up like me and commune on the night of a full moon, you’ll experience it for yourself, whether you like it or not. So, I guess you haven’t done a communion yourself?’

‘No, I haven’t.’

‘Huh. What about your parents?’

‘They both passed away when I was a child.’

‘I’m sorry. Your grandparents, then?’

‘My grandpa died too, but my grandma is alive.’

‘Does she have Yanagisawa blood in her?’

‘No, she’s not related to the Yanagisawas at all.’

‘Hmm. Sounds like you might have a hard time finding an opportunity for communion then.’

There was some deep meaning to that statement, but Reito didn’t think Toshiaki was going to answer if he asked about it, so kept his curiosity reined in, barely. Even so, Toshiaki noticed and looked uncomfortable.

‘I think I might’ve gone and said too much,’ he said. ‘Ms Yanagisawa did tell me not to tell you anything about communion, after all. Mind pretending you didn’t hear any of that just now? At least not from me.’

‘Don’t worry.’

‘Good. See you next month then.’ He emptied his glass of its remaining wine, set it on a table, and left.

Reito replayed the conversation in his head as he watched Toshiaki go. There were several points he was curious about.

According to Toshiaki, communing just once would show him exactly what communion was, but Reito might not ever get the opportunity.

What the hell was with all these people? It was irritating how everyone kept making it into this big thing.

Sometime later, the toastmaster’s voice rang out to inform the partygoers that the banquet would soon come to a close and introduced some chairperson of some committee with a long title likely connected to the Yanagisawa Group somehow. The man who came on stage was thin and elderly with white hair. In a shrill voice he said he’d like to end the banquet with an ippon-jime, some hand-clapping thing that people did to mark the end of drinking parties, and would everyone be so kind as to give it some energy. After one chant to time it together, everyone clapped once. It was Reito’s first time ever doing that.

Parties were a pain in the ass.

The toastmaster then told the guests to please take their time and enjoy themselves until the doors closed as there was still plenty of food and drink, but everyone immediately streamed towards the exit. Reito looked through the crowd for Chifune or Yūmi.

He found Yūmi standing and talking with her father, but they quickly parted and went in different directions. Toshiaki must have been going off to schmooze like Yūmi said.

He didn’t see Chifune. Katsushige had said the board meeting was downstairs in the main bar. Maybe she was already on her way there.

After Reito and the other guests had gushed out of the banquet hall, he headed to the toilets for a piss. A lot of others apparently remembered their biological functions at that time as well because the bathroom was crammed. Once he’d finished, Reito was washing his hands and saw a face he recognised reflected in the mirror. Sōki Oba was at the sink next to him. Sōki’s mouth dropped open slightly when he noticed Reito.

‘Hi,’ Reito said, and Sōki returned the greeting. ‘I saw you with Mr Fukuda earlier. You seemed busy, though, so I didn’t say anything.’

Sōki frowned and shrugged. ‘I told him I don’t see the point in introducing me to all these important people, but the old man doesn’t get it.’

‘The old man’ must have referred to Morio.

They left the bathroom and Reito said, ‘I haven’t asked much about it before, but you’re next in line for leading Takumiya Confectionery, right?’

Sōki stopped and shoved his hands in his pockets with a consternated frown. ‘Sort of. That’s why it’s such a pain in the ass.’

‘Sort of?’

‘It’s complicated,’ he said as if begging Reito not to ask further.

‘Seems rough. And you’ve got your communion with the camphor tree.’

Sōki scowled and huffed. ‘They’re making me do it again next month. I’m sick of it already.’

‘Is it really that unpleasant?’

‘Of course it’s unpleasant, they’re forcing me to do something there’s no way I’ll ever be able to do.’

‘Do you know why you can’t?’

‘Yeah. Not that I can tell you.’ He took one hand out of his pocket and dug in his ear as he looked at Reito and said, ‘But there’s a flaw in the process.’

‘What process?’

‘The application for communion. They check your family register, but I don’t know if that’s enough.’

Reito had no idea what he meant but decided to try asking, ‘There’s some sort of problem with doing it that way?’

‘I mean, come on, your family register isn’t necessarily—’ said Sōki, stopping himself as he glanced behind Reito.

‘Sōki!’ came a call just then from behind Reito. He turned and saw Morio hurrying towards them. ‘There you are. Let’s be on our way. We’re on to the next venue. Don’t want to keep anyone important waiting.’

Looked like they were in for some client schmoozing too.

Sōki grimaced. ‘I’m good. You take care of it.’

‘What do you mean? I’ve arranged this specially to introduce you. Please, Sōki. Come on now, let’s go.’

‘Tsk. Fine,’ he said scratching his head.

‘I’ll see you next month,’ Reito said as he looked between the two of them.

Morio glanced at Reito but only nodded, maybe thinking he didn’t have time for small talk, then put a hand on Sōki’s back and urged him on.

Reito bit his lip in frustration. He’d been so close to getting some good info. Sōki didn’t seem to care as much as the others about spilling details about communion. If he did it right, he might be able to get more out of him next time.

But what was that he was saying about family registers? They were checked when someone applied for communion? Chifune would be the one doing those checks, of course, but why was it necessary? And what was this flaw Sōki mentioned?

No matter how much Reito racked his brain, he wasn’t coming up with any good explanations, but he continued thinking as he left the hotel.

He realised while he was on the way to the coffee shop where he agreed to meet Yūmi that his heart was pounding, and his feet felt lighter at the idea of seeing her. The reason was obvious. He was starting to fall for her. It was part of the reason why he hadn’t mentioned her to Chifune when explaining how he’d overheard Toshiaki’s communion. Part of it was, of course, because he’d grown curious about Toshiaki’s secret, but a bigger part was that he wanted to draw out the amount of time he’d be spending with Yūmi.

He started trying to rationalise away his feelings. She was beautiful, but she almost certainly had a boyfriend. It was best to be ready to give up. And she was in university. She’d never want to go out with a guy who only finished secondary school. She was only agreeing to meet with him because he was the keeper of the camphor tree.

Once in the coffee shop, he found Yūmi already there at a table in the back leaning over her phone. She didn’t see him, so he went to the counter first and ordered a drink.

With a large caffè latte in hand, he went over to the table. There weren’t many customers at this time of day, making it easier to talk because no one would be nearby.

Noticing him approaching, Yūmi looked up. ‘Hey.’

‘Hey.’ He pulled out a seat across from her and sat down. Turned out he was a bit tired from all that standing around. ‘I don’t know what’s fun about that sort of party,’ he said. ‘The food’s all right, but it’s hard to relax when you’re standing and eating. Besides, you have to go around saying hello to people you’ve never met. You get all tense and have to worry about everyone else.’

‘No one goes for the food. Most are like my dad. They’re thinking about networking, making connections. That’s socialising for you.’ She looked so mature saying that as casually as she did, and it wasn’t just her clothes.

‘Do you go to things like that a lot?’

‘No, but I know what they’re like. There’s nothing in my dad’s head except “business”.’ She stirred the contents of her cup with her straw.

‘There is right now, though. Like the camphor tree.’

‘Yeah, about that.’ Yūmi set her cup down and wiggled her finger up and down. ‘A certain percentage of my dad’s head is taken up by that woman. I agreed to come along today hoping I’d find some clues to that. Unfortunately, it was a total bust.’

‘Have you made any progress since we talked last time?’

‘I’m not sure you can call it progress, but my dad did go back to Shibuya again. Same as last time, he parked in the car park and spent two hours somewhere. The interesting thing is he didn’t go by her flat in Kichijōji this time. I think she was probably waiting for him there.’

‘You think he went to a hotel in Shibuya again? Instead of just going to his mistress’s flat? He must be really into . . . that.’ He stopped himself from saying, having sex in a love hotel.

Yūmi hmphed and sucked on her straw with a thoughtful look on her face. ‘There’s actually something else bothering me.’

‘What is it?’

‘I don’t know when exactly this started, but my dad’s been listening to music a lot lately. He plugs headphones into his phone and zones out. If I ask him what he’s listening to, he says it’s Showa-era pop, but I’ve never seen him doing that before recently, not once. I guess you could just explain it as he’s recently felt like listening to it, but it just seems weird, don’t you think?’

‘Showa-era pop? Did you ask him to let you listen?’

‘Obviously. He said no, it’s an invasion of his privacy.’

‘His privacy?’

‘He claims audio files are private data just like photos and videos, and he can’t just casually reveal his music tastes, even if it is to his own daughter. What the hell kind of logic is that? That’s weird, right?’

‘Yeah.’ Reito groaned. ‘The kind of logic that sounds like it almost makes sense but doesn’t.’

‘So, I said, you’re not actually listening to music, you’re listening to something gross you don’t want people to hear, aren’t you? What do you think he said to that?’

‘I have no idea. What did he say?’

‘He said, “Is that what you think of your own father? Well, go ahead and think whatever you want about me.” ’

‘He got defensive again.’

What she told him did sound suspicious. If Toshiaki really was listening to music, there shouldn’t be anything keeping him from just letting her hear it. Reito said as much, and Yūmi frowned and said, ‘Right? I knew it was weird.’

‘I wonder if it’s connected somehow to his humming we heard when he’s communing with the tree,’ said Reito.

Yūmi nodded and looked thoughtful. ‘I wonder . . .’

‘There’s something else I’m curious about,’ Reito said. ‘It’s about your uncle, Kikuo Saji.’

‘I thought we agreed we wouldn’t bother worrying about that?’

‘We agreed it was probably unrelated, but I’ve found new information since then.’

He told her he’d discovered there were a lot of cases where one person came for communion on the new moon then later someone who was likely related to the first person came and communed on the full moon.

‘When I dug into it,’ he said, ‘most communions followed that pattern. I haven’t found any other cases where there has been a five-year gap between communions like with your dad and uncle, but there are quite a few with two- or three-year gaps. When I asked my aunt, she wouldn’t give me the specifics, but she did say I was on to something, so I think there is a connection between your dad’s communion and your uncle’s.’

Yūmi folded her arms, a furrow in her brow. ‘But I can’t do anything with that information. I know nothing about my uncle, and I can’t exactly ask my dad. And my grandma isn’t all there.’

‘Can’t you do some investigating? Find an old photo album or something?’

‘I can try, but what do you think I could learn from a photo album?’

‘Well . . . I can’t be sure. Oh, yeah, what about a will?’

‘A will?’

‘Your dad mentioned earlier that he started going to commune with the tree because he got a will or something. Maybe it was from his brother.’

‘Huh, a will . . . Grandma is still alive, and Grandpa died ages ago, so if anyone left a will for Dad recently, my uncle seems the only likely person.’

‘Right? So, it’s got to be somewhere.’

‘All right, I’ll look for it.’ She picked her phone up from the table and did something on it. Maybe she was writing something in a note app so she didn’t forget her mission.

When she set down her phone again, Reito said, ‘I have another idea. Do you remember Lime Gardens?’

‘What was that again?’

‘It was the care home your uncle was in. It’s in Yokosuka or something.’

‘Oh yeah. What about it?’

‘What if we go there? If your uncle passed away four years ago, there might still be some workers there who remember him. Maybe we could ask them what sort of person he was, what his illness was, how he died.’

‘I guess that’s an option. But Yokosuka isn’t nearby.’ She didn’t seem enthused by the idea.

‘I could go on my own?’

‘You? By yourself?’ Her eyes went wide, and she blinked several times. ‘Why would you bother doing that? This isn’t your problem.’

‘I’ll agree that what’s going on with your dad isn’t technically my problem, but I could learn something about communing with the camphor tree if I look into your uncle, and that is my problem,’ he said jabbing a thumb at his chest. ‘And honestly, I don’t think of this as entirely unrelated to me anyway. If we’re talking about having a relative you’ve never met suddenly appear and get involved in your life, I’ve got more of that than you. Just mine’s my aunt, not my uncle.’

Yūmi’s brow crinkled. ‘What does that mean?’

‘I only met my aunt recently.’

Reito told her how a woman claiming to be his aunt appeared out of the blue and ordered him to become the keeper of the camphor tree. He left out the part about being arrested and instead explained he agreed to do it because his aunt said she would take on his debt.

‘I didn’t know that happened to you,’ she said. ‘Though, you did say before you had debt. I guess you’ve got your own problems.’

‘It’s not really that serious. Anyway, we just happen to be between a new and full moon right now, meaning no one’s coming in for communion. I should be able to leave the shrine on its own for a day. The only problem is I have no connection to your family. The people in Lime Gardens will just be suspicious of me, so I was thinking I’d explain it like this: Kikuo Saji had a niece. She’s recently grown curious about the uncle she never met, but she’s so busy with uni she can’t come all the way out there and she asked me to go in her place. What do you think?’

‘I don’t know.’ She tilted her head, her expression doubtful. ‘It sounds kind of unnatural. How do you plan to prove you know me?’

Good point. Reito didn’t know what to say for a minute but then punched one hand into the palm of his other. ‘We can just take a photo together. I’ll show them that.’

He smirked inwardly. He’d only just had the idea, but it was a good excuse to get a photo with her.

‘In what world would that work?’ she said coldly. ‘They don’t know what I look like. They’ve got no proof the girl you took a photo with is Kikuo Saji’s niece.’

‘I can just take a photo of your uni ID or driving licence. Saji isn’t a common surname. I figure that should get their trust.’

‘No way. Photos can easily be edited. They’re not proof of anything in this day and age. Everyone knows that.’

That was true . . . Reito went silent. There was no arguing against logic that airtight. He racked his brain to come up with an alternate suggestion but found nothing good.

Yūmi reached for her phone looking like she’d just had an idea. She swiped her fingers across the phone and stared at the screen in thought.

‘That could work,’ she said, still looking at the screen. ‘When were you thinking of going?’

‘To Lime Gardens?’

‘Duh.’

‘Well, like I said, this timing is perfect, so probably in the next two or three days.’

‘Tomorrow or the day after maybe?’

‘Yeah. Though, I don’t think I can manage tomorrow. There’s work waiting for me since I was away today.’

Yūmi lifted her head. ‘Let’s do the day after tomorrow.’

‘Uh, do what?’

‘I’m going with you. The day after tomorrow.’

‘Are you sure?’ He felt his temperature rise. ‘But you were just saying how far it is.’

‘Yes, but that’s also why I can’t leave this for someone else to do. Besides, this is my problem, or my family’s problem, rather. My dad had a brother, but I know absolutely nothing about him. It feels wrong to leave things that way. And if I go, I can show them my ID and get them to believe me, no matter what it takes.’

‘I guess so. Okay. Let’s do it.’

He brought his lukewarm caffè latte to his mouth. He was maintaining an air of calm, but his heart was singing. They were going on a trip together. He hadn’t expected that to happen.

They sorted out the details and agreed to rent a car for the drive to Lime Gardens. Yūmi would pick up the car at a rental place near her house then come to pick up Reito. Looking into it, the drive was going to take at least an hour and a half, even on the motorway. They agreed to set off just after noon.

‘I’m looking forward to this,’ Reito said. ‘I hope we learn something.’

‘While I am curious about my uncle,’ Yūmi said, placing her phone on the table with a thoughtful expression, ‘I’m more interested in figuring out exactly what my dad’s relationship is with that woman. Where are they going in Shibuya and what are they doing there? If they are going to some hotel, I have to do something to find it.’

Separate from everything about Kikuo Saji, Yūmi still believed wholeheartedly that her father was having an affair, a feeling Reito understood.

‘If it comes down to it, you could secretly install a locating app on his phone,’ Reito suggested.

Yūmi burst out laughing. ‘That’s a crime. It’d be bad if he found it. I can’t do that. And did you already forget what I told you? He wouldn’t even let me listen to some music on his phone. No way he’s going to let me mess with it.’

‘Okay, then how about you do the same thing you did to find the flat in Kichijōji? Wait in Shibuya for when he makes his move and get to the car park before him.’

‘I could only do that because I had an idea of when he’d be going. It was a Thursday or Friday evening. But Dad’s not always doing it on the same days now. Besides, that was during the summer holiday. I had plenty of time then.’

‘I guess you can’t stake out Shibuya for ever.’

‘As you can see, I am a rather busy person.’

‘With what, going on dates?’ he said, casually probing.

‘That’s part of it,’ she said without missing a beat.

Reito’s heart fell. So, she was seeing someone? The thought slashed his happiness in half.

They left the coffee shop and decided to walk to Shinjuku Station together. As they passed the hotel where the banquet had been, Reito glanced towards the entrance and stopped in his tracks. Chifune was standing there. She was just in her suit, not wearing her coat.

‘What’s wrong?’ Yūmi asked.

‘My aunt’s at the hotel entrance. Something might have happened. I’m going to go check it out.’

‘Okay. See you.’

‘Yeah, see you in two days.’

‘I hope the weather’s nice,’ Yūmi said with a smile and a quick wave before setting off.

Reito turned his eyes from her back towards Chifune and quickly walked over to her. She was standing still, staring at the open planner in her hands. There was none of her usual calm.

‘Aunt Chifune?’ Reito called.

She looked up from the planner towards Reito. There was something vacant about her expression, like her eyes weren’t focused on anything. ‘Reito . . . ? Where have you been?’

‘I saw someone I know at the banquet, and we went and grabbed a coffee. Has the board meeting finished? The one in the bar downstairs where you were going to talk about Hotel Yanagisawa? Did you say what you wanted to say?’

Chifune’s cheek twitched the moment she heard him say that, and life came back to her eyes. Her gaze focused as if she was staring at something in midair.

She let out a long sigh then said, ‘It seems I really am a relic of the past. They ignored me.’

‘What do you mean they ignored you?’

‘I went to the bar a bit earlier than they said the meeting was. I waited and waited, but they never showed up. I contacted them, wondering what was going on, and they told me it was cancelled last minute. I asked why no one bothered to inform me, and they just said they thought someone had. They did apologise, but who knows how much they truly meant it.’

‘That’s horrible. They’re taking it too far.’

‘I may be an advisor, but they don’t take me seriously. I’m part of the past to them. But there’s no point in getting angry over it. Let’s forget it and go home.’ She slipped her planner into her handbag.

‘Okay. I’ll get your coat. Can I have the tag?’ He held his hand out.

‘Oh, right. If you don’t mind.’ She took the tag from her handbag and placed it in his hand. ‘Thank you.’

‘You should wait inside. It’s cold out. I’ll be right back.’ Reito jogged into the hotel and cut across the lobby to the elevator. The banquet hall was on the second floor.

He picked up Chifune’s caramel-coloured coat from the cloakroom then waited again for the elevator. It quickly opened its doors, and out stepped several men. Reito started when he saw their faces. Katsushige Yanagisawa was at the front, and there was Masakazu behind him.

They noticed him as well, and Katsushige’s expression hardened.

‘You’re still here?’ asked Masakazu.

‘Aunt Chifune said the board meeting was cancelled,’ Reito said.

Katsushige went to say something, but Masakazu gripped his shoulder and said, ‘That’s right. What of it? I don’t see what it has to do with you.’

‘Was it really cancelled? Or were you doing something somewhere else?’

‘Hey now,’ Katsushige said, but Masakazu again silenced him with a tap on the shoulder.

‘These are adult matters,’ Masakazu said with eyes of ice. ‘You’ll understand someday, when you’re a real adult. If you ever become one. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I don’t have time for this. Give Chifune my regards.’

He walked off, gesturing for Katsushige to follow him and making no attempt to listen to what Reito had to say in response. He didn’t look back.

Reito went back down to the lobby and gave Chifune her coat. She thanked him and pulled it on.

‘Shall we go then?’ she said.

‘Yeah.’ He debated telling her about running into Masakazu and the others but decided not to.

At Shinjuku Station, they boarded the rapid train going the opposite direction from when they came and it was so busy they couldn’t find two seats together. Reito peered through the gaps between the passengers at Chifune, who sat in the priority seating. She looked somehow smaller than she had on the train when they were coming to the hotel.
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Reito was in his bathroom checking out how his new hiking jacket looked on him from behind – he’d just bought it the day before at the shopping centre – when his phone pinged in his pocket. It was a message from Yūmi saying she’d be there soon.

‘Okay. I’ll be right out,’ he replied, stuck his wallet in his jeans pocket, and picked up the key for the shrine office.

It had been sunny in the morning when he’d been tidying the shrine grounds, but when he stepped out of the shrine office and looked into the sky, all he saw was a blanket of thick, grey clouds. The other day when Yūmi left she’d hoped for good weather today, but it seemed the heavens hadn’t heard her prayer.

He descended the stairs from the shrine and waited at the bus stop for a few minutes before a navy compact car pulled up right in front of him. Yūmi was in the driver’s seat wearing sunglasses.

Reito opened the passenger-side door. ‘Hey.’

‘Hey,’ she replied with a smile. She was wearing a black knitted jumper with loose pink cotton trousers. Reito climbed into the passenger seat, taking care that his eyes didn’t stray to her chest.

Yūmi pulled the car away smoothly. Their destination was already set in the car’s satnav system.

‘Do you mind driving?’ Reito asked.

‘Not at all. I like driving. I take my mum to Haneda Airport sometimes.’ She sounded confident, and there was no uncertainty in how she handled the steering wheel.

Reito was relieved he wouldn’t have to do any driving. He got his driving licence not long after starting his first job, but, honestly, he never was very confident. When he was working as a black suit at the hostess club, he’d sometimes have to chauffeur the hostesses to places, which made him so nervous he’d practically sweat rivers under his arms.

Yūmi hit some buttons on the sound system and what came out wasn’t J-pop, K-pop, or even Western pop. It was classical. Not that Reito knew the name of the piece.

‘This is the kind of music you like?’ he asked. ‘You really are some posh young lady.’

‘I am not posh,’ she snapped back immediately. ‘I do like it, but that’s not why I’m listening to it. It’s for uni.’

‘Uni? You’re studying music?’

She pursed her lips and made the incorrect answer buzzer sound from game shows. ‘Nope. I may not look it, but I’m studying architecture.’

‘Architecture? Oh, that’s right, your family owns a construction company. You plan to take over?’

‘I don’t know yet. What I’m studying is totally different from what my dad does.’

‘What are you studying then?’

‘Architectural acoustics. Do you know what that is?’

‘Yeah. That’ll be like doing things to soundproof buildings, or sound dampening or whatever. Oh, and improving acoustics.’

‘Yeah, exactly. My dream is to design a concert hall. It doesn’t have to be massive, but one where the sound quality is incredible. Have you ever gone to a concert in a dome stadium? The sound bounces around in all directions. They don’t care how it sounds, they just want to cram in as many people as they can. It’s horrible. I feel bad for both the performers and the audience in those sorts of venues. I want to make something different, a real concert hall where both domestic and international artists will want to perform.’

‘Huh. Do you do music? In a band or something?’

‘Nope, I’m not in a band. I did play piano until middle school. Well, more like my parents made me play. I got discouraged with it in my second year in middle school. Did you know that year’s a sort of boundary line, when you’re thirteen or fourteen? Most people who don’t quit that year continue to play music for a long time after that, but most people can’t make it across the line. I was like that. When I got to that age, I started caring more about hanging out with my friends or following the latest trends. There was too much distraction. Who cares about piano at that point? Well, I knew I had no talent for it anyway.’

‘People with an actual talent are really rare anyway, aren’t they?’

‘I think so. My parents only made me start taking piano lessons because all the other kids were taking lessons too. Though, while my piano skills might be lacking, I’m pretty confident with my ear.’ She took one hand from the steering wheel and tapped her ear with it. ‘I’m good at picking out differences in timbre between instruments, and I can tell instantly if one part of the music sounds off.’

‘Like concerts in stadiums.’

‘Obviously. They’re so bad,’ she said, smacking the steering wheel with one hand.

Reito glanced sideways at her, incredibly glad the two of them were going to Lime Gardens together. They’d only just set off, yet he’d already learned so much about her. That alone was well worth it.

They merged on to the motorway, which was thankfully not busy, and Yūmi quickly accelerated.

‘By the way, did you find the thing?’ Reito asked. ‘Your uncle’s will or something like it.’

‘About that. I’m not sure it’s going to happen.’ Her tone fell. ‘I told you how I snuck into my dad’s study and went through Grandma’s things to find out about my uncle, right? Well, looks like he noticed.’

‘You got caught?’

‘I don’t think he knows for certain it was me, but he seems suspicious. Mum said he asked her if she went in his room without asking him. She said no, of course, she has no idea what he’s talking about. Which means I’m the only one left to suspect, but I don’t think he remembers me prying about anything ever, so he only sort of suspects. But that means I don’t think it’s a good idea to go in again without good reason right now.’

‘It does seem like a bad idea if that’s what’s going on.’

‘Right? I think I’ll give it some time for things to cool off, if you don’t mind waiting.’

‘Of course I don’t mind. This is your family’s issue, not mine.’

‘My family . . . What is family anyway? You know, it hit me recently. Even if my dad is having an affair, if he’s not planning on destroying the family with it, then maybe it doesn’t matter. So long as everyone in the family is happy, then maybe it’s a bad idea to rock the boat . . .’

‘I sort of agree, but I sort of don’t as well. Even if the man’s family is happy, what about his mistress? And what happens if there’s a child?’

‘You think my dad has a child with his lover?’

‘Just hypothetically. It’s a possibility as long as they keep having an affair.’

‘I suppose so, but I really don’t want to think about that possibility,’ she said with a frown and a shake of her head.

Reito considered telling her he was the product of an affair. It would be easy to bring it up now in this context, but he couldn’t shake the unease he felt at the idea of Yūmi looking at him differently if he opened up about that. They’d only just started growing close. He didn’t need to go out of his way to destroy their relationship. After going back and forth, he finally settled on not telling her for now.

They continued on like that until they entered Kanagawa Prefecture and drove along the motorway that cut across the Miura Peninsula. Yūmi followed the satnav system’s directions and took the nearest exit to their destination. It was less then fifteen minutes from there. They found a sign for it partway up the road that climbed the small mountain, drove up the slight incline, and found themselves in front of a beige building, in a car park that could easily hold twenty cars.

Yūmi parked the car, and the two of them entered the building through the glass door of the front entrance. The entrance hall felt like a waiting room in a hospital, with a counter on the left side manned by a middle-aged woman in a white nurse’s uniform. She looked at them and smiled as she greeted them. She probably thought they were there to visit a patient. The name tag on her chest said Ikeda.

‘I was wondering if I could ask something,’ Yūmi said as she approached the woman. ‘It’s about a former patient here, Kikuo Saji. Is there anyone here who knew him?’

‘Mr Saji?’

‘I’m his niece.’ Yūmi pulled her driving licence from her purse and showed it to the woman. ‘These are the characters for our surname Saji.’

Ikeda took a quick look at Yūmi’s licence and immediately seemed to know who she was talking about. ‘And what is it you’d like to ask?’ she asked carefully. They were probably touching on personal information.

‘About when my uncle was here. What his condition was like. What I mean is . . .’ She paused for a moment. ‘My grandma has dementia and she talks about him constantly, but I don’t know anything about him. I can’t talk about him with her, and it’s just really frustrating . . . I’d just like to know a bit more. That’s why I came.’

It was such a plausible and convincing reason that Reito was left tongue tied. Maybe Yūmi had done her own prep for this trip.

And it seemed to work on Ikeda as well. ‘Please wait a moment,’ she said and then disappeared into the back.

‘That was a good explanation,’ Reito whispered to Yūmi. ‘Did you think that up yesterday?’

‘Nope. It just came to me right now.’

Her nonchalant response left him speechless. Women were scary.

Ikeda came back and said, ‘The worker who was assigned to Mr Saji is currently out, but she should be back soon. Would you like to wait?’

‘Yes, we’ll wait,’ Yūmi said quickly.

‘Feel free to take a seat,’ she said, gesturing towards a nearby bench.

Reito and Yūmi sat side by side. He looked around the room then immediately stood back up because he noticed there were photos and drawings all over the walls. He moved closer to look at them. Most of the photos were landscapes, and a lot of the drawings were of plants. Each piece had a card underneath it that said the name of the artist. They were probably done by the residents. Reito felt like he’d caught a glimpse of these people as they waited peacefully for their end.

The elevator at the back of the entrance hall opened and a few people stepped out. There was a woman carrying a baby and they looked like a family.

They chatted as they walked towards the exit. The man looked around the right age to be the husband of the woman with the baby. There was another woman who looked younger than Chifune, so most likely around sixty years old. She was well groomed with a stylish grey jumper and light makeup. Her footing was sure and her expression bright. Maybe the resident they’d been visiting was her husband?

‘You need to make sure you don’t drink too much,’ the older woman was saying to the man. They seemed to be mother and son. ‘Don’t think it’s okay so long as you don’t drink beer. I read in a book recently that it doesn’t matter if it’s shōchū or whisky, all alcohol increases your urine acidity.’

‘I will, Mum,’ he said.

‘Keiko, look after him, will you? He drinks far too much the moment you take your eyes off him,’ she said to the other woman this time.

‘I’ll keep an eye on him.’

‘Mum, you need to take care of yourself too. I hear the flu’s going around,’ said the man.

‘I’ll be fine. I don’t go to crowded places if I can help it.’

As Reito listened, he realised his guess had been off. The older woman was the resident here, and she was seeing off her son and his family who had come to visit.

The young couple returned their visitor badges to the front desk, and the man said to his mother, ‘We’ll see you again next month.’

‘I’m looking forward to it. Oh, I forgot to mention,’ she said, ‘I read in a book recently that it’s not just beer you have to be careful of. It doesn’t matter if it’s shōchū or whisky, all alcohol increases your urine acidity, so be careful.’

The man looked taken aback for a brief moment, but then quickly nodded and said, ‘Yeah, I’ve heard that too. I’ll be careful.’

‘Please do,’ the mother pressed.

‘Goodbye,’ said the younger woman.

‘Goodbye.’

The older woman watched as the couple left with their baby, then she turned on her heel. She saw Reito and Yūmi and smiled as she bobbed her head in greeting. Reito bowed in return.

With a happy smile, she walked to the elevator. She looked to be in such a good mood Reito wouldn’t have been surprised if she started humming.

Ikeda shortly came out from behind the counter and told them, ‘The other nurse who worked with Mr Saji will be here soon.’

‘Thank you,’ Yūmi said. Her eyes turned towards the elevator and she asked. ‘Um . . . That older woman, is she a resident?’ She seemed as curious as Reito was.

‘She is, yes.’

‘But she didn’t seem to be having problems . . .’

‘She doesn’t really seem to, no, but did you notice anything odd?’ Ikeda said, her voice low.

‘She said the same thing twice and didn’t seem to notice at all.’

Ikeda nodded. ‘She suffered brain damage in a car accident. If it were just the memory problems like that, it wouldn’t be all that serious, but she also experiences sudden outbursts of abnormal behaviour. She doesn’t remember that at all when it happens either.’

‘Oh, wow.’

‘She manages to get by when there are people around always looking after her, but it seems she wouldn’t be able to care for herself properly alone in her home. I heard she tried to put her cat in the microwave when she was home alone.’

Reito held in a gasp of shock.

‘Luckily, her daughter-in-law had just come home and was able to stop her before she did anything. When her son told her about it, she didn’t remember the incident at all.’

‘That sounds horrible,’ Yūmi said.

‘That was when she made the decision herself to move in here. When she did, she told us she didn’t mind who we told about her condition because we needed to inform those around her since she’s unable to control herself.’

It sounded like Ikeda was trying to tell them that was why she was allowed to talk about this.

The story caused a pang in Reito’s heart. He had no idea there was such pain and sorrow hidden beneath that old woman’s pleasant smile.

‘I guess there are all sorts here,’ Yūmi said.

Ikeda nodded slightly. ‘That’s the sort of place it is.’

‘Was my uncle’s condition severe, too?’

After a moment’s thought, Ikeda said, ‘I think you should ask the other nurse that.’ It seemed she’d decided she didn’t want to risk saying something she shouldn’t.

Not long after that, the worker who’d cared for Kikuo Saji returned. Her name was Narasaki, and she had a reassuring, round face. She was rather small, which made her look young, but she was probably around forty years old.

She told them there was a room on the first floor where they could have a nice chat, so they went up in the elevator, and she led them to a room with the sort of table used for meetings. It was the staff meeting room, apparently. Narasaki told them they used it a lot when they were processing a new resident coming in.

‘Ikeda told me you’d like to ask about Kikuo Saji. What would you like to know?’ she asked.

‘Anything,’ Yūmi said. ‘If it’s about my uncle, I’d like to know it. I’ve never met him. I don’t know why he wasn’t in contact with the family. I wasn’t even really told about his death, and I just think there’s something wrong with that, don’t you?’

Narasaki looked uncertain and hesitant for a moment as she dropped her gaze, then she looked back up at Yūmi. ‘Ikeda also mentioned your grandmother has dementia.’

‘She does. That’s why I can’t learn anything about him from her.’

‘What about your father?’

‘He won’t tell me anything. That’s why I’ve come all the way here.’

‘I see . . .’ She looked apologetic as she said, ‘If that’s the case, I’m not sure I can answer your questions. Your father may file a complaint if I do.’

‘I’ll be careful and make sure that doesn’t happen. I’ll take full responsibility. Please,’ she said earnestly as she lowered her head. Reito copied her bow.

He heard Narasaki sigh as he did.

‘All right,’ she said. ‘If you really insist. I’ll tell you what I know.’

Yūmi raised her head and thanked her.

Narasaki opened the laptop beside her and typed with sure fingers. ‘Kikuo Saji became a resident here ten years ago in August. I believe he’d applied after he turned fifty, two months before that. We only take residents over fifty.’

If he were still alive, he’d be sixty now. Yūmi had said that her father was fifty-eight, meaning there was a two-year difference between them. If Kikuo died four years ago, he was only fifty-six. You could probably call that a premature death.

‘What was his condition like when he came here?’ Yūmi asked.

‘Mr Saji had several chronic conditions at the time, but the one that required the most attention was his alcohol dependence.’

Reito heard Yūmi suck in a breath. She glanced over at him, then looked back at Narasaki. ‘Alcoholism?’

‘It would be safe to say that all his chronic illnesses were caused by that. He’d gone to a specialised rehab clinic before coming here, meaning he was off alcohol at the time, but it was too late in many ways. He was diabetic and had cirrhosis of the liver. It even caused problems with his hearing.’

‘Hearing? Was he deaf?’

‘He could barely hear by the time he came to us.’

Reito couldn’t help thinking how it sounded like the man had been falling apart. It was plenty to show him how scary alcohol dependency was.

‘Was there anything else?’ asked Yūmi, her expression blank. Maybe she was trying to hold back a wave of emotions.

‘He had mental disorders as well. The alcohol dependency being one, of course.’

‘I thought that was cured at the rehab clinic?’

Narasaki shook her head with a pained expression. ‘Alcoholism is never truly cured. The brain has learned that drinking alcohol brings pleasure, and there’s no going back to before that. It’s the same with narcotic and stimulant misuse. Even if the patient is treated, they’re never cured. They simply receive counselling on how to break their substance use habits, but they can end up back where they started if they have a single drop. One of our biggest jobs was keeping an eye on Mr Saji to ensure he didn’t drink any alcohol, even if by accident.’

This was starting to make Reito doubt whether it’d been a good idea to suggest to Yūmi that they come here. Everything they heard was the sort of thing she might have difficulty bearing.

‘And,’ started Yūmi, ‘what was my uncle like when he was here? Did he turn violent because he wanted to drink?’

‘Oh, not at all,’ said Narasaki with a wave of her hand. ‘That didn’t happen even once. Far from turning violent, he lived his life as peacefully as could be. He said very little, perhaps because he couldn’t hear his own voice. When he was on his own, he’d watch films with subtitles or read.’

‘Did anyone come to visit him?’

‘His mother did. That would be your grandmother.’

‘How often did she come?’

‘Once or twice a month, I think. They spent a lot of their time together in the garden.’

‘What were they like together?’

‘Well, they were both rather old themselves, so they weren’t as bubbly as some of the younger visitors, but they seemed very happy to see each other. They’d talk to each other by writing on a small whiteboard.’

‘Did my dad ever come?’

‘Your father . . .’ Narasaki cocked her head in thought. ‘I don’t believe he ever visited while Mr Saji, Kikuo Saji, was alive. I only met him after Mr Saji passed away. He asked about his brother’s life here, just like you are. I believe I gave him essentially the same answers.’

‘What was my dad like? Did he seem sad?’

That question put a smile of mixed emotions on Narasaki’s face. ‘His brother had died. How could he not be sad? The funeral was held at a nearby funeral hall. I attended, and your father looked just as upset as your grandmother did.’

‘But then why didn’t he ever come to visit?’

‘I really couldn’t say.’ Narasaki shook her head with an apologetic look.

Yūmi closed her eyes and started combing her fingers through her hair as if to distract herself from her frustration.

‘There is one other thing,’ Narasaki said. ‘Once, after your grandmother left, I wrote on the whiteboard, “Family sure is nice.” Mr Saji sat in thought for a moment then looked into the distance with a slight smile and said he actually had more family, but he hadn’t seen them in so long, and that he didn’t deserve to. I left, pretending I hadn’t heard. I had a feeling I shouldn’t pry.’

Reito looked at Yūmi. Her fingers had stopped, and she was looking down.

‘I think that’s all I can really tell you about Mr Saji,’ Narasaki said. ‘Did you have any other questions?’

Yūmi looked at Reito. It didn’t look like she could think of anything else.

‘Did Mr Saji ever mention a camphor tree?’ Reito asked.

Narasaki’s brow drew together in confusion. ‘A tree?’

‘Yeah. There’s a famous camphor tree at a place called Tsukisato Shrine. There’s a legend that says it will grant your wish if you commune with it. Did he ever mention it?’

‘Not that I remember.’

Reito took out his phone and checked his notes. ‘Okay, then do you have a record of him leaving the facility on the nineteenth of April, five years ago?’

‘Five years ago?’ Narasaki pulled the laptop closer to her. ‘April . . .’

‘The nineteenth. I think he would have been out that day.’

‘Just one moment. Now that you mention it . . .’ Narasaki typed quickly then nodded several times as she looked at the screen. ‘You’re right. He did go out on the nineteenth of April, for an overnight stay somewhere actually. I do remember it now.’

‘Overnight? Which means he didn’t come back until the next day?’

‘We require our residents to submit a form whenever they want to leave the facility or stay overnight somewhere else. That was the one time Mr Saji did so, which is why I remember it. It wasn’t common for him.’

‘Did he say where he was going?’

‘It doesn’t say in the record, and I don’t remember him mentioning it. He gave us his own contact details for the night he was gone, but not his mobile number; his email address is noted here. Likely because he couldn’t hear very well.’

That made Reito certain. Kikuo Saji had gone to Tsukisato Shrine that night. He entered the camphor tree and communed with it. Afterwards, he took the train to Tokyo and stayed somewhere there, most likely.

‘Can I ask one more thing?’ Reito looked back down at his phone. ‘Do you know a Mr Sakisaka? Haruo Sakisaka.’

That name had been noted down in the record for Kikuo Saji’s communion. In the notes column, it said he was introduced by Haruo Sakisaka.

Narasaki murmured the name Sakisaka as she worked on the laptop, then nodded as she looked at the screen. ‘I do know a Mr Sakisaka. Haruo Sakisaka was a resident here.’

Based on the past tense of that statement, Reito could guess what had happened to him.

‘And he’s currently . . . ?’ Reito asked anyway, just to be sure.

Narasaki softly closed her eyes and shook her head. ‘He passed away near the end of the year six years ago.’

That meant his passing could have been as much as six months before Kikuo Saji went for communion.

‘What sort of person was he?’ Reito asked.

Narasaki’s expression softened. ‘May I ask why you’d like to know?’

‘When Mr Saji left the home that one time, he visited that shrine I mentioned, Tsukisato Shrine. There’s a record that says he was introduced by a Mr Haruo Sakisaka.’

Narasaki nodded vigorously, something seeming to come together for her after Reito’s explanation. ‘Mr Sakisaka had been a board member for some company, but an illness paralysed him from the waist down. His family put him in here because they didn’t want the hassle of caring for him. Mr Sakisaka was probably the person Mr Saji grew the closest with in his time here.’

‘Did they have some hobby in common?’ Yūmi asked.

‘Nothing like that. Mr Sakisaka was quite elderly and hard of hearing. We struggled to have a conversation with him. He rarely used his hearing aid, claiming listening to it was uncomfortable. If we had to tell him anything important, we did it in writing. I think the two of them grew close because they felt comfortable conversing through writing with each other.’

That theory made sense. Reito felt like he could see the elderly man with a disability alongside a not-quite-elderly man, a whiteboard between them, both of them laughing.

‘Did my uncle ever talk about when he was young? What sort of work he did, or hobbies he had?’ Yūmi asked.

‘Well . . .’ Narasaki looked like she was digging deep into her memory. ‘I’m not sure if you could call it his job, but he did mention he’d done acting.’

‘Acting? What sort of acting?’

‘I don’t know the details, but not long after Mr Saji came here, we were holding a Christmas party. He did a little improv Santa performance for us. There weren’t any lines, and he didn’t use any props. He mimed it all, Santa getting ready to set off, then hopping in his reindeer-drawn sleigh and heading off to the children to give presents. It was so good I asked him if he had experience with that sort of thing, and he said he’d dabbled in acting a little when he was younger, though he seemed a bit embarrassed when he said it was street performance.’

‘Was he in some sort of acting company?’

‘I’m not sure. I didn’t ask. Even though he was nice enough to give us that performance, it was the first and last time he ever did. But he really was good. Everyone loved it.’ Narasaki’s eyes seemed to be looking into the past.

Her compliments didn’t sound like lies or mere flattery, and even though she was complimenting someone who was a complete stranger to him, it made Reito happy for some reason.

They couldn’t think of any other questions after that, so they thanked her and left. The two of them walked to the elevator and Reito pressed the button, but it didn’t light up. That seemed weird, but then Narasaki hurried over.

‘I’m sorry, I completely forgot to tell you. You need to do this when you’re taking the elevator down.’ She pressed down a different button a short distance away with her left hand as she hit the elevator button with her right, which made the button light up.

She explained it was a system to keep their residents from wandering outside, since they had a hard time handling that sort of thing. That was proof they had lots of residents there who couldn’t manage even that sort of operation. It made Reito aware how this workplace wasn’t one that allowed the workers like Narasaki to relax.

They left the building and stepped out into drizzling rain.

‘I don’t think Kikuo Saji was a bad person. At least, not based on what Narasaki told us,’ Reito said as they walked to the car park.

‘I felt the same. But I’m still curious about one thing.’

‘The family?’ Reito guessed.

She nodded. ‘My uncle said he had other family, but he hadn’t seen them in a long time. He was probably talking about my dad.’

‘But he also said that was just the way it was, he didn’t have the right to see them. That makes it sound like the brothers fell apart because of something Kikuo did.’

‘What did you do, Uncle Kikuo?’

They came to the car park and climbed into the car, with Yūmi doing the driving on the way back as well.

‘The only thing I can say for sure is that your dad’s communion is connected to your uncle, and it’s got nothing to do with an affair,’ Reito said.

‘So then, who’s that woman? Not his lover?’

‘I don’t know. It’s a different problem.’

Yūmi let out a heavy sigh and started the engine. ‘It all comes down to his next communion,’ she said. ‘I have to find out what he’s doing in that camphor tree.’

‘You really are going to bug it.’

‘Of course. And are you really going to claim at this point that you’re not curious?’

If he wasn’t curious, he wouldn’t have come all the way out here, but he just scratched behind his ear, having nothing to say in response.
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Night had fallen by the time Yūmi dropped Reito off at the shrine. He wanted to suggest they stop somewhere on the way for dinner, but the timing never felt right, and they arrived near the shrine with him still having said nothing.

He was having a can of chūhai with the frozen pilau he’d microwaved when he received a phone call. It was Chifune.

‘Where are you?’ she demanded in a sharp tone.

‘In the shrine office.’

‘You weren’t there during the day. Where did you go?’

‘Uh, I just went to see a film,’ he said, picking a lie on the spot.

‘Could you please drop me a message if you do something like that? I had no idea you were away and spent forever searching the grounds trying to find you.’

‘You swung by?’

‘Came by.’

‘What?’

‘Don’t say “swung by”. Came by, stopped by, or visited would be fine. You’re an adult now, stop using so much slang.’

‘Uh, sorry.’ Every time he talked to her, she was scolding him for something.

‘I stopped by because I needed to speak with you.’

‘Oh. But why didn’t you drop me a—I mean, send me a message in advance?’

‘I didn’t think you’d go out without informing me. I finally realised you were gone, but I thought I’d let you have your freedom every now and then and decided not to ring you.’

‘Well . . . thank you?’ He wasn’t sure if he should be saying thank you in this situation.

‘Do you have plans tomorrow?’

‘Nothing specific. There aren’t any communion bookings.’

‘We have a trip planned. Pack for an overnight stay.’

‘Wait, “we” as in me too?’

‘Of course, or I wouldn’t have bothered contacting you like this.’

‘Where are we going?’

‘Not that far. Hakone.’

‘Hakone?’ Reito had heard her mention Hakone recently. What was it again? Oh, yeah. ‘Are we going to Hotel Yanagisawa?’

‘You remembered,’ said Chifune, sounding surprised. ‘That’s right. We’re going to Hotel Yanagisawa.’

‘Are you sure I should be going with you?’

‘Why not?’

‘You said before it was the kind of hotel where bigwigs in the finance industry stayed. Wouldn’t someone like me be kind of out of place there?’

‘Stop degrading yourself like that. I’m taking you because I want to show it to you. Be in the waiting room in the station tomorrow afternoon at one o’clock. Don’t be late.’

‘Uh, what should I wear?’

‘Clothing, you might say. Wear whatever you want.’

‘Since it’s a fancy hotel, I should probably wear that suit, right?’ He heard her sigh into the phone.

‘This isn’t a city hotel where they hold business events. This hotel is for tourism. We of course wouldn’t want you looking like a slob, but casual attire is perfectly fine. Hakone can be cold, though, so make sure to dress warmly. And don’t forget your business cards.’

‘Okay.’

After hanging up, Reito sat in confused thought. He couldn’t fathom why the keeper of the camphor tree should go to see a hotel.

And he was finding himself making a lot of trips these days. Yokosuka yesterday, Hakone tomorrow. Not that long ago, all of his life took place within an area of around five kilometres and he rarely stepped outside it. Where he was now was more than ten kilometres away from where he’d been a month ago.

That thought reinforced the feeling that something had started moving. Maybe you could say it was the cogs in the machine of his life, or maybe that was a bit overdramatic.

The weather the next day was a complete change from the day before, with not a single cloud in the incredibly blue sky. That may have been why there were more visitors to the shrine than usual. Despite it being a weekday, there was a group of what looked like primary school students running around. Reito asked them why they weren’t in school, and they said they had the day off because it was the anniversary of the school’s founding. Even so, couldn’t they have gone somewhere else? The area around the camphor tree was a holy place, but they’d turned it into their playground. Children were so inconsiderate. They weren’t just sticking to going inside the tree’s hollow, either. If Reito took his eyes off them for a second, they started trying to climb up on the branches. They weren’t trying to graffiti the tree, thankfully, but it was still hard enough being on the lookout in case they tried to stick chewing gum to it.

He spent the morning running around dealing with that. At noon, he had a quick lunch of cup noodles then quickly got ready to go out. He hadn’t been on an overnight trip anywhere for so long he had no idea what to take with him.

It was five to one when he arrived in the waiting room in the station. Chifune was already there, as per usual. She was wearing the same caramel-coloured coat from the other day, but this time had a warm sweater on underneath.

‘I see you’ve expanded your wardrobe,’ Chifune said when she looked up at him.

His outfit was essentially the same as what he’d worn to Lime Gardens yesterday. He was making good use of his brand-new hiking jacket.

‘I guess you could call this my casual Sunday best,’ Reito said spreading his arms to show it off.

There were a few different ways they could get to Hakone, but Chifune suggested they take the Odakyu Railway from Shinjuku. It took a little bit of a detour, but you had to change trains fewer times, which was nice when you were already tired from travelling. Regardless of how he felt, Reito didn’t have the right to complain about the plan since Chifune was paying for the trip.

The Odakyu Romancecar was empty. Since there was no one in the seats in front of them, they rotated those and sat facing each other. If anyone showed up who’d reserved those seats, they’d just turn them back. They set their luggage on the empty seats and made themselves comfortable.

‘Will this be your first time in Hakone?’ Chifune asked not long after the train pulled away.

‘I went once on a school trip in primary school, but I don’t remember anything. I just have some vague memories of us seeing the big sights. Oh, and Mount Fuji.’

‘That’s not surprising. Hakone is wasted on children. It’s a place for adults.’

‘Adults, huh?’

That reminded Reito of what Masakazu had said at the party the other day about how he’d understand when he was a real adult, if he ever became one. Did that mean he wasn’t a real adult yet then? A brief thought flashed through his mind that, if that were the case, it was still too soon for him to be going to Hakone.

‘Did you often travel with your mother?’ Chifune asked.

‘With Mum? Nah, we never travelled, I don’t think. She worked weekdays, then slept throughout the entire weekend. She died when I was still in primary school anyway.’

‘What did Michie enjoy doing? Did she have any hobbies?’

‘I don’t know . . .’ He folded his arms. ‘To be honest, I don’t really remember her all that much. The memories I do have of her are her lying in bed or putting on makeup.’

That was the honest truth. He would wake in the morning to her sleeping beside him, her breath stinking of alcohol. When he came home from school, she’d be at her vanity plastering all sorts of things on her face. That was what ‘mother’ meant to him.

‘What about cooking? Was she a good cook?’ Chifune asked.

‘You mean Mum? No, I don’t think she could cook at all. She barely even went in the kitchen. When she did make something, she’d basically just whack something in the microwave or heat up a boil-in-the-bag meal. And even that was pretty rare. Grandma did most of the cooking.’

‘Which means you have no memories of the sorts of flavours most people associate with their mothers, like miso soup or rice balls?’

‘Guess not. Though, if I had to pick something, I’d probably say I associate her with the taste of cup noodle yakisoba.’

‘Cup yakisoba?’ Chifune frowned. ‘Why?’

‘We always had some around, and when Mum came home from work late at night, she’d have that a lot of the time. She must have really liked it. We had this kettle that made this bee bee sound when it was boiled, you know? That would wake me up sometimes. I slept in the room right next to the kitchen. I’d think, “Mum’s having yakisoba again,” and I’d slide open the door. She’d ask why I was awake and scowl ’cause I wasn’t sleeping, but she’d still let me have a bite of her yakisoba. It was always so good.’

It was one of his few memories about his mother, and it wasn’t bad as memories went. Reito closed his eyes, seeing the plastic fork scoop the noodles from the cup and smelling the rich yakisoba sauce even now.

When he opened his eyes, Chifune was looking down at the floor, her expression sorrowful. ‘What’s wrong?’ he asked.

‘Nothing.’ She smiled and shook her head. ‘I suppose everyone has different flavours they associate with their mother. It was a wonderful story.’

‘Uh . . . thanks.’ Reito didn’t think it was worthy of that compliment but still thanked her.

The train pulled into Hakone-Yumoto Station just after four o’clock. They crossed the pedestrian bridge shored up with wood here and there, descended the stairs, then came out on a large roundabout. Reito glanced about and saw signs for a tourist information centre and ticket booths for buses that took you to the different sites or up the mountain. In the distance he could see a traditional arched bridge with red handrails, and it finally and rapidly dawned on him that they’d come to a hot-spring town.

There was a taxi rank right next to them, which Chifune went to, so Reito followed. She got in a taxi and told the driver, ‘Hotel Yanagisawa.’ Apparently, that was all the driver needed.

Reito looked out of the window at the variety of shops lining the streets. There was a bustle of people going in and out despite it being a weekday, with both souvenir shops and restaurants busy. It felt like most of the groups were middle-aged or older women.

The taxi drove for a little over ten minutes before arriving at Hotel Yanagisawa. The main entrance had a wooden latticed door, which made it look exactly like a traditional Japanese ryokan to Reito despite the word ‘hotel’ in the name. At the very least, it was a completely different style from the hotel in Shinjuku where the banquet had been held the other day.

Once inside, Reito found the lobby was moderately lit, giving it a solemn atmosphere. Chifune approached the desk to the right and said something to the woman there. She didn’t check in. Instead, they were led to a sofa nearby, and a man of small build quickly appeared. He looked to be about Chifune’s age with salt-and-pepper hair slicked back. Chifune stood, and Reito copied her.

‘It’s been so long. Welcome,’ the man said with a smile and a polite bow to Chifune.

‘I’m sorry I haven’t been in touch lately,’ she said. ‘I kept thinking I must come to see how things are getting along, but it just kept getting pushed back.’

‘Ah, well, you’re so busy. Please, take a seat.’

‘First, let me introduce you to my nephew. I explained on the phone how he’s the son of my half-sister.’

‘So this is him.’

Reito saw the man put his hand into his jacket and hurriedly dug through his travel bag. ‘My name’s Reito Naoi. It’s a pleasure to meet you,’ he said, just barely getting his business card out before the other man.

‘I’ve heard a lot about you. My name is Yoshihiko Kuwabara.’ He handed Reito a business card that said, Hotel Yanagisawa, Yoshihiko Kuwabara, General Manager.

They sat down with Reito and Chifune next to each other across from Yoshihiko, and a coffee table between them, and a worker quickly brought hot tea over for them.

‘How was the banquet the other day?’ Yoshihiko asked. ‘Unfortunately, I couldn’t attend, I had business to take care of. I imagine it was quite the large affair.’

‘It was, thank you, I suppose is the polite response I should start with,’ Chifune said. ‘Masakazu is at his best when surrounded by people like that. But Yoshihiko, you’re lying when you say you had business that kept you from going. I’m guessing you didn’t go because you were being considerate of Masakazu and the others.’

‘Well . . .’ Yoshihiko gave a wry smile and rubbed his hands together. ‘That is not the case, I must say. I did in fact have several things that needed doing that day.’

‘I feel horrible that I can’t help all of you more. I’m sorry. They call me an advisor, but I’m mere decoration at this point. I’m pathetic and pointless.’

‘I take it there has been no change in direction then?’ Yoshihiko asked, his expression serious.

‘Unfortunately, it may not be possible to change their minds. But don’t worry. If nothing else, I will make sure you and the others aren’t simply left out in the cold.’

‘Don’t worry about me, though I would appreciate it if you could help my workers in some way.’

It seemed the two of them were prepared for the hotel’s closure in the near future. Which meant the purpose of this visit of Chifune’s was partially to apologise and partially to say her final farewell.

Reito heard a woman’s voice behind him, Hello, welcome, please come in. When he turned to look, he saw a group of older women had just entered the hotel, and there was another group behind them who looked like non-Japanese tourists.

‘It seems pretty busy in here,’ Reito said to Yoshihiko. ‘Is there something happening today?’

‘No, nothing in particular.’ He shook his head, his eyes dropping to his watch. ‘This is usually how it is at this time of day.’

‘Huh . . .’

‘What?’

‘I’m not sure if it’s my place to say this, but I just can’t help wondering why they’d close a place that’s doing as well as this. I heard they’re planning on building a new resort somewhere else, but couldn’t they just operate that as its own place and this as itself?’

Yoshihiko looked utterly taken off guard and looked to Chifune for help. She chuckled quietly and said, ‘I haven’t explained all the complicated details to the boy just yet.’

‘I see.’ With a look of understanding, he turned to Reito and said, ‘There are a lot of things you can’t understand about a business from an outside perspective.’

Not knowing what to say to that, Reito just stayed quiet and nodded. Maybe this was one of those adult things. They couldn’t explain it to him because he wasn’t a real adult.

‘I really should get going,’ Yoshihiko said as he stood. ‘Please, enjoy your stay and let me know if there’s anything you need.’

Chifune thanked him.

A worker came immediately after he left and led Reito and Chifune to their rooms. They had to take the elevator to the fourth floor.

Their rooms were separate but next to each other.

‘Dinner will be at six. I’ve made a reservation at the Japanese restaurant on the first floor. You can relax until then,’ Chifune said before disappearing into her room.

Reito opened the door to his room and was shocked when he stepped inside. There were two beds in front of him, beyond which was a Japanese-style room with tatami mats that comfortably fitted several people, a low table, and zaisu floor chairs. The flat-screen TV against the wall had to be more than fifty inches.

He went further in, and his eyes grew even wider. There was an open-air bath on the balcony beyond a glass door. Did every room have one?

After taking off his shoes and jacket, he lay down and stretched out on the tatami mats. He liked that it had a Japanese-style area. It made it feel like a hot-spring resort, even if they called it just a hotel. The first thing he wanted to do when he got to his lodging was sprawl out like this. Looking closely at the ceiling, he could see wood grain, and the pillars were made of wood as well, and they spoke of many years of existence.

Why would they close this place? It still seemed so weird. He lay there, trying out all different explanations until sleep eventually took him.

By the time he woke, the sky beyond the window was pitch black. He checked his phone then leapt to his feet. It was nearly half six. He hurriedly rang Chifune. She picked up immediately and said, ‘Yes?’ She didn’t sound angry.

‘I am so sorry. I fell asleep, and it just got late before I knew it. I’m heading out right now.’

‘I thought that might have been the case. I felt bad and decided not to wake you. You seemed tired.’

‘No, I’m fine.’

Once they’d hung up, he rushed to pull on his shoes and stepped out of the room with key in hand. The door to the room next to his opened right after and Chifune came out.

‘Good morning,’ she said sarcastically.

‘I am really sorry.’

‘It’s fine. To be honest, I had a doze as well. I feel oddly calm when I’m here.’

‘Me too. That tatami room is the best.’

‘The rooms with that layout have been popular ever since we opened. No one has ever had anything bad to say about them.’ There was pride and confidence in her voice.

It struck him as significant when Chifune said she felt calm here. At the banquet the other day, Chifune had said this hotel was the origin of Yanagisawa Group’s hotel branch, but he thought perhaps it was also Chifune’s origin.

There was a private room ready for them at the Japanese restaurant. That alone excited Reito, but he was practically over the moon the moment he caught sight of the food. It was all things he’d never tried. Many of the dishes he’d never heard of, and he couldn’t fathom how they were cooked. There were some things he couldn’t tell if they were food or simply garnish. That was how elaborate it was.

‘What is this?’ Reito asked picking up a white stick set on top of a piece of grilled fish.

‘You don’t even know what that is? It’s called hajikami. It’s a pickled ginger sprout.’

‘Can you eat it?’

‘Of course. Only eat the soft white part. Leave the stem.’

‘Okay.’ He did as he was told. It was sweet and sour and good.

‘How is it?’ Chifune asked.

‘It’s nice. I’ve never had it before.’

‘You’ll have plenty of opportunities to eat it from now on. It’s often served on grilled fish, but it’s also sometimes served alongside other meats. It’s meant to be a palate cleanser, meaning you eat it after you’ve eaten everything else on that dish. Keep that in mind.’

‘I will.’

He was surprised there were rules for something like this, too.

‘Can I ask something?’ he said hesitantly. ‘How much does it cost to stay here for a night?’

Chifune’s chopsticks stopped, and she thought for a moment. ‘The room you’re in, with breakfast and dinner included, was about forty thousand yen.’

She said it so casually, but he practically felt his heart stop. He couldn’t imagine 40,000 yen disappearing for one night. ‘And your room’s a step above mine, right?’ he asked.

‘It is. Is there something wrong with that?’

‘No, not at all. How much is that room?’

‘It can vary depending on the food, but it’s generally around this much,’ she said, holding up one finger.

So, it started with a one? Obviously not 10,000 yen; 100,000? That meant the two rooms together came to 140,000 yen. That was more than Reito’s monthly pay when he worked at Toyoda Machinery. He looked at the hajikami stem he’d left on a plate. He was starting to feel it was a waste not to eat it.

‘You seem surprised, but Hakone wasn’t like this at its height. During the bubble economy, more than twenty-two million people visited Hakone.’

Reito couldn’t even wrap his head around a number that big. ‘What was it like?’

‘We made reservations as packages with golf outings. A company would rent out the prestigious golf course nearby and invite more than a hundred important people to the hotel at once. It was rather common. That’s why I worked hard to build a network for myself at the golf course. A hotel capable of getting reservations at the golf course was one that could make the customers happy. Thanks to that, we were booked up for the entire year with group reservations, and we hosted large banquets in the banquet hall complete with ladies to keep the attendees company. With all of that, we could expect to bring in more than ten million yen a night.’

There was way too much money out in the world. None of it sounded real.

‘What about after the bubble collapsed?’ Reito asked.

‘Things did change then, of course. Many companies saw a slump in performance, and we no longer dealt with such large group customers. Group travel itself fell drastically then. We weren’t quite raking it in so easily then. However, the number of people visiting Hakone overall didn’t fall all that much. It’s stayed at about ninety per cent of what it was during the bubble, but more people are doing day trips or staying in budget accommodation. I do have to admit that fewer people are using a high-end hotel such as this one. That’s why I think it’s important to remember what was important when you first started.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Our business during the bubble economy was rather extravagant, but that doesn’t necessarily mean that was the sort of hotel this is at its core. Its goal was to provide first-class service tailored to each and every guest so that they would want to return, want to come here every year. Ideally, you want a certain number of repeat customers who keep coming back over and over rather than being simply overrun with a large number of customers. The large-scale resort that Masakazu and the others have planned differs slightly from this hotel in that one aspect.’

Maybe Masakazu was aiming for bigger business. ‘That’s why they’re going to close this hotel down?’ Reito asked.

Chifune looked thoughtful for a moment, then said, ‘That’s also a large factor.’ That short statement felt loaded with meaning and implied she didn’t want to get into the details.

Once they finished dinner, they made plans for breakfast the next morning, and Chifune retired to her room. She said she was going to make use of the open-air bathtub. Reito was interested in doing that as well but decided to save the best for last and first have a look around the hotel.

His first plan was to take the elevator, but there was a gentle sloping ramp that ran down to a mezzanine between the first and ground floors, so he decided to have a stroll down that. It was lined with windows, letting him see what was going on outside. There were trees lit up and swaying in the wind.

Reito had a peek at the souvenir shop on the mezzanine and found rows of sweets, both Japanese and Western, that he assumed Hakone was known for. He at least recognised the manjū buns, but this was his first time seeing most of the rest of them. There were pancakes, baumkuchen, anpan rolls with sweet red-bean filling, pudding, and much more. He was surprised at the broad selection.

In a separate section from those famed local treats were products special to the hotel. They had the usual products, bars of soap and shampoo, but even bathrobes, too. It made it feel like the hotel was confident visitors would like those things so much they’d want to use them at home as well.

One of those products caught Reito’s eye: it was a boil-in-the-bag curry. The package said, ‘Hotel Yanagisawa Early Morning Curry’. On the shelf was a little sign that said, ‘Enjoy the popular breakfast buffet item in your own home!’

Tomorrow morning, he would absolutely have to try the curry.

He put the curry back then looked around and saw another ramp leading from the mezzanine down to the ground floor. He started down that, which was when he saw Yoshihiko coming from the opposite direction. Yoshihiko had seen him too, and they both stopped at the same time.

‘Taking a stroll?’ Yoshihiko asked with a smile.

‘I wanted to see what I could learn about the hotel by looking around.’

‘What a wonderful idea. Please, take all the time you need.’

Yoshihiko started to walk off, but Reito stopped him. ‘Could I actually . . . Sorry, I had a question about what we were talking about earlier.’

‘What is it?’

‘The reason this hotel is being closed. I’d like to know what it is you can’t tell about the situation from the outside.’

Yoshihiko frowned slightly and brought a finger to his lips. ‘Please keep your voice low.’

‘Oh, sorry . . .’ Reito looked around. There was no one in the immediate vicinity, but there were visitors scattered about further away.

Yoshihiko waved Reito over into a corner of the mezzanine and said, ‘I believe Chifune is trying not to get you caught up in a rather tedious situation. If that’s the case, then I can’t very well ignore her wishes.’

Reito shook his head in annoyance. ‘Do you think being told that doesn’t frustrate me? If that’s the case, then I have no idea why she bothered bringing me all the way out here.’

‘I’m sure she’s thought this through and has her reasons.’

‘Well, it’s not like there’s nothing going on in my head. I want to know more about her and the Yanagisawa family. Please.’ He bowed.

‘That’s enough, please. The other visitors will see. All right. If you insist, I can give a brief explanation.’ Yoshihiko glanced around them then moved a step closer to Reito. ‘The reason they’re closing the hotel,’ he said, his voice dropping low, ‘is to completely erase Chifune’s mark.’

‘They want to erase her?’

Yoshihiko nodded, looking straight into Reito’s eyes. ‘Are you aware she was in control when this hotel was established?’

‘I heard about that. This hotel was the reason the Yanagisawa Group branched off into the hospitality industry.’

‘That makes it easier to explain. When I say she was in charge, I don’t mean she was simply overseeing the various departments. She decided on the overarching concept and came up with several ideas herself based on that concept. For example,’ Yoshihiko pointed at the floor, ‘this mezzanine we’re currently on. Do you know why this hotel has a mezzanine?’

‘Uh . . .’ Reito looked back at the shop. ‘Was it to have a place to put the souvenir shop?’

‘No, it’s actually the opposite of what you think. The shop was put there in order to make use of the space once it was decided to have a mezzanine. The real reason was to have this ramp.’

Reito looked at the ramp in surprise.

‘All the hotel’s restaurants are on the first floor,’ Yoshihiko explained. ‘Even the breakfast buffet is on the first floor. Just imagine, what will people do when they’ve finished eating? They’ll either go to their rooms or head outside. Either way, they’ll generally be heading to the elevators, and that area becomes congested. It’s particularly busy during the morning breakfast rush. But what happens if there are visitors who use wheelchairs among them? The issue of accessibility is becoming more understood these days, but it wasn’t like that forty years ago. They were made to feel as if they were an inconvenience. That’s why Chifune had the idea of building this big ramp. It meant those visitors could easily descend to the ground floor and head out even during the morning rush because they didn’t need to use the elevators. There was one problem, however. A ramp from the ground floor to the first floor would be very long. That’s where the mezzanine comes in. It breaks up the long ramp. That’s why this exists.’ He pointed to the floor again.

‘Oh.’ Reito followed Yoshihiko’s gesture to look at the ground.

‘As I said, forty years ago, accessibility wasn’t even a concept on people’s minds. A lot of people considered this a waste of space and argued against it, but Chifune pushed the idea through. She refused to back down, saying we needed to also care for our elderly visitors and those with limited mobility.’

‘Is that because you had a lot of visitors like that?’

Yoshihiko smiled gently and shook his head slowly. ‘Most of our customers back then were still working and very active. Even most of our retired guests had no mobility issues. But Chifune had her eyes set further in the future.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘She was looking twenty years ahead, thirty. She was thinking of the guests who were staying with us back in those days. One day they will have aged, become less stable on their feet, perhaps begun using wheelchairs, but she wanted them to still be able to enjoy a pleasant stay in this hotel. That was her goal.’

That made Reito think back to what Chifune had said at dinner about how they wanted to provide excellent service to each customer so that they’d want to come back every year.

‘Chifune’s ideas in that regard never changed,’ Yoshihiko said. ‘That concept became a pillar holding up the expansion of Yanagisawa Group’s hotels. That’s what I mean when I say they want to erase her mark.’

Reito remembered the articles he’d read online about Chifune, how they used to call her the Empress.

‘The current CEO doesn’t like what she did?’ Reito asked.

‘He doesn’t like it, or perhaps he wants to start fresh. That’s what the heads of organisations do. They eliminate all traces of the former leader so they have a blank slate, then they can make their own mark. It’s normal. If you look at it another way, you could say only someone with that much ambition would become a leader at all. Masakazu is the same. It’s certainly not that he won’t listen to reason, and he wants to provide good service to our guests just as much as Chifune does. They just have different ideas on how to do that. For example, if the issue is providing good service to guests with disabilities, then rather than make a ramp, we could simply provide an elevator that has handicap priority. That’s perhaps the more logical solution, and that’s the sort of mark he wants to leave. He wants to rework everything that goes against that. If he can’t rework it, he wants to erase it.’

That made Reito think back to what Masakazu had said at the banquet. If you want to move forward but there’s a wall in your path. Do you go left? Do you go right? Masakazu’s answer was to find a way to break through the wall and forge a path onward. This is what he meant by that. If he wasn’t happy simply following a path someone else had laid out for him, he would make his own. That was the sort of person he was.

‘Which means, Masakazu decided he can’t rework the nature of this hotel, so he has no choice but to erase it?’ Reito asked.

‘It’s the product of Chifune’s hard work and passion. It’s not easy to alter. Masakazu’s idea of guests in wheelchairs simply using a handicap-priority elevator has no space for Chifune’s idea of guests taking their time to descend a ramp as they enjoy the scenery out the windows.’

Reito looked at the windows set along the ramp. ‘That’s the point of those windows . . .’

‘I said I’d give you a brief explanation, but it seems it got rather long in the end,’ Yoshihiko said as he checked his watch. ‘Have I answered your question?’

‘Have you given up? Do you think there’s nothing you can do to stop the hotel closing?’

‘I’m a simple employee. I can’t go against orders from the top. And, as I’m sure you gathered earlier, even Chifune has given up on the possibility of keeping the hotel open. I had hoped part of the reason for this visit was so she could tell us she was still trying and not to give up just yet, but . . .’ He murmured as if talking to himself, his eyes downcast, but then he lifted his head and waved his hand as if to brush that aside. ‘I’m sorry. Please forget what I just said. I’m well aware Chifune has done absolutely everything she could.’

‘Of course . . .’ Reito considered telling him about what had happened after the banquet, how Chifune had meant to provide a counterargument against the hotel closing at the board meeting, but they used underhanded means to take her opportunity to do so from her. But he hadn’t even told Chifune about that, so he could hardly tell Yoshihiko.

‘By the way, have you tried out the open-air bath in your room yet?’ asked Yoshihiko, his tone cheerier.

‘Not yet. I’m planning to when I get back to my room.’

‘Well, the weather is pleasant tonight and there are no clouds. I imagine you’ll have a nice view of the night sky. I hope you’re able to relax.’

‘Thank you, I will.’

With that, Yoshihiko gave a slight bow and walked up the ramp.

Reito continued on with a quick tour of the hotel then returned to his room, stripped out of his clothes, took a quick shower, then stepped out on the balcony to look at the hinoki-wood bathtub overflowing with hot water.

He stepped in gingerly and slowly sank in until he was submerged up to his shoulders, then leaned back against the tub and looked up at the sky. The weather was good, like Yoshihiko had said. He couldn’t see the stars, but there was a crescent moon instead. The new moon was in four days. He had communion bookings for a full week starting tomorrow.

His hands clenched beneath the water. He needed to do this right.
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The next morning, he went to the room where the breakfast buffet was and found Chifune at a four-person table beside the window. He went over and said good morning.

‘Good morning,’ she replied. ‘Did you sleep well?’

‘After I got out of the bath, I went to bed and fell asleep immediately.’

‘Must be nice being young.’ She didn’t sound very energetic. Maybe she hadn’t slept well.

Reito got up to get some food. He picked up a tray and walked around, looking at everything on the platters and in the food warmers. There was a wide variety of food from Japanese and Chinese to Western, and it all looked great. He took a bit of whatever he fancied and found his plate filled in short order. Just as he was deciding that was probably good enough, his eyes fell on the pot of curry. That was the early morning curry he’d seen yesterday. There was no way he could not have some of that, so he got another small plate, put a mound of white rice on it, scooped curry over it, then set it on his tray.

When he returned to the table, Chifune’s eyes went round at the sight of his tray. ‘You took quite a lot. Can you really eat all that?’

‘I will power through it if I have to.’

He sat, picked up his fork, and first went to stab his omelette, but before he did, he glanced at Chifune’s plate and let out a small sound of surprise.

‘What is it?’ she asked.

‘It’s just . . . you got the curry.’ There was a small mound of rice and curry near the edge of her plate.

‘Is that a problem?’

‘No, of course not. I just didn’t think it’d be your thing. It doesn’t seem to fit.’

Chifune smiled and popped a spoonful of curry and rice in her mouth before saying, ‘I have special memories about this curry from before the hotel was opened.’

‘What kind of memories?’ Reito set down his fork, his back straightening to listen intently.

‘We were so busy with all sorts of things, training the new employees and whatnot. There was so much to do from the crack of dawn to sunset. We never had enough time, barely even had a moment to spare for food, and that’s when they made the curry. Curry rice is something you can eat quickly, and it’s easy to clean up after. The head chef at the time worked magic with seasonings and ingredients to make a curry you wouldn’t get sick of eating every day and that wasn’t lacking in nutrition. It was a huge hit with the workers, and we kept getting comments on how they wanted to have it again even after the hotel opened. We discussed adding it to the breakfast buffet for the guests and decided to give it a go. It was definitely the right decision. It was so popular the pot of curry was emptied day after day. Decades later, and the guests still love this curry.’

‘Huh.’ Reito looked at the curry in front of him. He was surprised there was so much behind an item on the buffet menu.

‘That event also gave me a very important hint about other things,’ Chifune continued. ‘If you want to eat it yourself, may as well also serve it to the guests. In other words, do for the guests what you would like to be done for you. The curry reminded me that was a cornerstone of hospitality. Whenever I was uncertain after that, that was the first thing I thought about.’

Reito couldn’t help thinking back to the conversation he’d had with Yoshihiko the evening before. This was exactly what he was referring to when he talked about Chifune Yanagisawa’s mark.

‘What’s wrong? Did I say something that bothered you?’ Chifune asked with a questioning expression.

‘No. I was just thinking I learned a lot from it.’ Reito picked up his spoon and took a bite of the curry rice. It was bursting with flavour to the point that he felt he’d never tire of it and filled with both a familiarity and newness that bounced off each other.

‘How is it?’ Chifune asked.

‘It’s good. I could eat this every day.’

‘Exactly. That’s the point.’ She nodded in satisfaction.

After finishing breakfast, Chifune sat with a coffee next to her and her planner open.

‘You have communions starting tonight again,’ she said. ‘Do you know the schedule?’

‘Yes,’ Reito said pulling his phone from his pocket. ‘The first one I have is Hideshi Tsushima tonight.’

‘The Tsushima family has a long history with our family. I’ll mention one thing to be aware of: Mr Tsushima is not very steady on his feet. He may not be able to make it to the camphor tree on his own, so make sure you help him. Though, if someone comes with him, you can let them assist but only under the condition that they are not related to him by blood. His wife would be fine, but no children or siblings. I’ve explained this to him already, but just make sure to double check.’

‘Okay. Sounds pretty important that they’re not blood relatives, yeah?’ Reito commented, but Chifune didn’t respond. Her eyes were down on her planner as if she hadn’t heard him. He shrank back slightly.

‘One other thing,’ Chifune said. ‘I’ll handle the communion on next Saturday. I need you to be somewhere else that night.’

‘Me? Where?’

‘I’ll tell you closer to the time. It’s not as far as this trip. It’ll be in Tokyo.’

‘Saturday is the new moon, isn’t it?’ Reito looked at the schedule on his phone and gasped at the name he saw down for communion on the night of the full moon: Kōkichi Iikura. Wasn’t that the old man he’d met at the baths? He’d gone for communion last August. Was there some circumstance that made him go again?

‘Is something wrong?’ Chifune asked.

‘It’s nothing. That’s fine. I’ll remember, next Saturday.’

‘Thank you.’

‘By the way, what’s the plan for today?’

‘Same as usual. Check out and return to Tokyo.’

‘Oh, okay.’

‘I have a lot to do today, and you need to tidy up the shrine grounds, don’t you? You also have a communion tonight, which you need to prepare for. Or were you hoping to tour Hakone a bit?’

‘No, not really . . .’ Reito said, his words trailing off. He couldn’t make himself answer honestly that he had been.

One hour later, he and Chifune were back on the Romancecar. He stared at Hakone receding into the distance and thought about how he couldn’t really say he’d been to Hakone if someone asked.

But it wasn’t like the trip was a complete waste. He learned a little more about Chifune, and, most importantly, he had some of those packs of curry in his bag he’d bought from the souvenir shop.

That night, Hideshi Tsushima came for communion. He was an elderly man as thin as a withered stick. He wasn’t particularly short, but he was so hunched over he looked small. Just as Chifune had said, he wasn’t very steady on his feet and seemed unable to walk without his cane. He was accompanied by a woman Reito assumed was Hideshi’s wife who was supporting him by holding his arm without the cane. She showed Reiji her passport in order to prove she was Hideshi’s wife. The photograph was of a somewhat younger woman, but it was obvious it was her.

She wanted to accompany Hideshi all the way to the camphor tree. Or rather, Hideshi wanted her to, most likely.

Reito set off walking to lead the way. The couple walked slowly. He had to stop occasionally to wait for them.

At long last, they came to the entrance to the path to the camphor tree’s clearing.

‘Ah, this is it. I remember this place,’ Hideshi said as soon as they started down the path through the hedge.

‘You’ve been before?’ Reito asked.

‘Many times when I was young. I came to commune immediately after my father passed but once wasn’t enough to grasp everything. Part of it was likely because he was a stubborn man, but I think it was more so because I wasn’t particularly bright. I couldn’t take it all in. I’m not even sure how many times I had to go in the end,’ he said then gave a dry, wheezing laugh.

‘That would be on the night of the full moon, right?’ Reito asked.

‘That’s right. This is my first time communing on a new moon. I’m a little nervous.’

‘Remember, dear, Ms Yanagisawa asked us not to say too much,’ said Hideshi’s wife.

‘This much won’t do any harm, right?’ Hideshi said, looking to Reito for confirmation.

‘Right,’ Reito said.

They came out of the hedge into the camphor tree’s clearing, and Hideshi let out a sigh of awe. ‘It really is massive. Didn’t I tell you it was incredible?’ he said to his wife almost with pride.

‘Yes, it is wonderful.’

It was even more difficult for Hideshi to walk here as the camphor tree’s roots snaked across the ground. Reito and Hideshi’s wife supported him from either side, the two of them together just about managing to get him into the hollow in the trunk where they sat him down in front of the candle holder.

Reito set the candle up and lit it.

‘Your communion is for one hour. Is that all right?’ he asked.

‘Yes, that’s plenty.’

‘I’ll be nearby around the time you’re due to finish. When you’re done, pull this cord to ring the bell.’ Reito lifted the cord hanging beside him. The bell was normally stored in the office but set up on nights like tonight when they had a visitor for communion with mobility difficulties. Chifune told Reito about it for the first time when they were taking the Romancecar back from Hakone earlier that day.

Reito and Hideshi’s wife returned to the shrine grounds, leaving Hideshi alone in the tree. Reito had her wait in the shrine office since it was chilly out that night. He poured roasted green tea from a teapot into a tea bowl and offered it to her, and she accepted with a polite thank-you.

‘Your husband seems really healthy, other than having a hard time with walking,’ Reito said.

‘Does he? I’m sure he’d be happy to hear that.’

‘I think he’s got a lot of life left in him.’

‘I hope so . . .’ she said with a thin smile then clasped her tea bowl in both hands and lifted it to her lips.

‘Do you have kids?’

‘Yes, two. A son and a daughter. Why do you ask?’

‘I was just thinking how nice it’d be to have a big family. I don’t have any siblings, and my parents are gone too.’

‘Oh.’ She looked away, sorrow in her eyes, and blinked several times.

Reito left the office and sat in a chair outside. He’d normally watch videos on his phone or get engrossed in some game, but he didn’t feel like it tonight. Instead, he fell into meandering thought.

After fifty minutes passed, Reito and Hideshi’s wife returned to the camphor tree’s clearing, and the bell rang shortly after that. They approached and looked in to find Hideshi kneeling on one knee. It seemed he couldn’t stand on his own.

‘Hello again,’ Reito said. ‘Were you able to commune with the camphor tree?’

‘Just about,’ he said with a fleeting look of release crossing his expression.

Reito extinguished the candle’s flame then helped Hideshi’s wife get him to his feet. They carefully exited while Reito lit the ground with his torch.

‘I think I can take it from here on my own,’ Hideshi’s wife said, so Reito moved to walk in front alone. Behind him, he could hear Hideshi’s wife quietly asking him how it went.

‘I prayed with everything I had,’ said Hideshi.

‘I wonder if it got through.’

‘I can’t say for sure.’

‘Who should we have come? It really should be Masato, shouldn’t it?’

‘Masato, of course, but I’d like Miyoko to as well.’

‘When?’

‘We’ll let them decide. It’ll be after I die, after all. Which is why we can’t tell them about communion until then.’

‘I know. You’ve told me several times.’

Reito never turned back to look at them. He simply continued slowly forward. The two of them probably didn’t mind if he overheard them, but as the keeper of the camphor tree, he had to act as if he hadn’t.
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It wasn’t until Saturday morning that Reito received his directions from Chifune about what he was going to be doing that day. She sent him an email that said, ‘There is a reservation in your name at Yanattsu Hotel Shibuya. Check in by eight o’clock tonight. Checkout is eleven tomorrow morning. Make sure to turn your key in to the front desk by then. Don’t worry about paying. You can do whatever you want while you’re there.’

Uh, what did that mean?

Yanattsu Corporation was in the process of expanding its number of business hotels in the Tokyo metropolitan area, and this Yanattsu Hotel was one of those. Chifune said he could do whatever he wanted while he was there, but what did she really want him to do?

He phoned her without a second thought. She picked up quickly, but the first thing she said was, ‘What do you want?’ in a sharp tone.

‘To talk about tonight, obviously. I don’t know what you mean. What do you want me to do?’

She let out a frustrated sigh. ‘Can’t you read? I said in the email that you can do whatever you want while you’re there.’

‘I know, but what should—’

‘What you want. You can shut yourself in the room and play games on your phone the whole time if that’s what you want.’

‘You want me to go all the way to a business hotel in Shibuya to play games?’

‘I’m not telling you to play games, I’m saying if you want to you can. If you can’t think of anything to do, invite your girlfriend along and go on a date or something.’

‘I don’t have a girlfriend.’

‘A friend then. Or a not friend. People you hang out with. It doesn’t matter. You have to know someone, right? Oh, and I’ll be going to the shrine after dinner. I have my own key, so no need to worry about me. I’ll do all the setup for the communion.’

‘I can really do whatever I want?’

‘You really won’t drop this, will you? How many times do I have to say it? Yes. Do what you want. Now, are we done here? I have things to do.’

And then she hung up without giving Reito time to respond.

He was still confused, but there was nothing he could do about it. It wasn’t like there was no one he could hang out with for the night. Several faces of people he thought would come passed through his mind even though he hadn’t talked to any of them in a while, friends from secondary school or mates from his part-time jobs, but explaining his current situation to any of them sounded like a pain. If they asked what he was doing these days, what could he even say? If he said, ‘I’m the keeper of the camphor tree,’ it wasn’t like any of them would say, ‘Oh, yeah, cool.’

What about Yūmi? The thought came from nowhere. They hadn’t spoken since going to Lime Gardens. He didn’t think he could bring himself to straight up ask her on a date, but he did have the excuse of asking how things had been since they last spoke.

He quickly tapped out a message on his phone that said, ‘I’m going to be in Shibuya tonight for something. Want to grab dinner and talk strategy? I’ve got something to tell you, too.’

He cocked his head and reread the message. He’d been careful to make sure his real motive wasn’t blatantly obvious, but he couldn’t say for certain if he’d hidden it well. After waffling over the wording, he decided to just deal with things if or when Yūmi caught on to what he was after and got angry. It wasn’t like a guy asked a girl out for dinner with zero ulterior motive, after all.

As he waited for her reply, he decided she was probably going to say no, even if she didn’t dislike him. It was a Saturday. If she really did have a boyfriend, they’d probably have a date planned or something.

His phone pinged. When he read the message, his heart soared.

‘Great timing. I’ve got something to tell you too. You pick the time and place,’ it said.

He did a quick search of the area around Yanattsu Hotel Shibuya and found a coffee shop nearby. He sent her the address and asked if she’d be okay meeting there at half six, and she responded quickly in agreement. Reito pumped his fist in victory. He was brimming with motivation now and decided to throw himself into his work until evening. Not that long ago he’d been at a loss for what to do that night, but that almost felt like a lifetime ago.

Yanattsu Hotel Shibuya was about a ten-minute walk from Shibuya Station, just off Aoyama-dori Avenue. It wasn’t a particularly massive building, but the entrance was of a refined if simple design, so it felt like more than simply a place for people to crash while on a business trip.

Check-in was far simpler than Reito had imagined. He told the worker at the front desk his name and signed a piece of paper. That was all he needed to do to get his key. The room had already been paid for, so he just needed to put the keycard in the checkout box on the side of the counter when leaving.

There was still plenty of time before he was seeing Yūmi, so he decided to go up to the room and check it out. Unlike at Hotel Yanagisawa, no one showed him to his room.

He opened the door to the room and found a closet immediately beside him with a mirror for a door. He was pleased by what he saw in the reflection. Not too bad at all. He’d decided to wear his suit since he was staying in a business hotel. Just like his hiking jacket, his suit was seeing good use as his new Sunday best.

He hung his jacket in the closet then looked around the room. The first thing that surprised him was how compact it was. There was just enough space for one person to move between the desk, bed and chair, which seemed weird when he compared it to Hotel Yanagisawa. It was pretty shocking how different two things with the word ‘hotel’ in the name could be.

After taking off his shoes, he tumbled into the bed and looked around him. Something seemed off about the walls on either side. After looking back and forth between left and right, he finally realised what it was: the room wasn’t rectangular. The two walls weren’t parallel. It was actually a pretty irregular shape.

No matter how much he thought about it, he couldn’t figure out what benefit that shape had, which meant they hadn’t had a choice, they’d had to make it that way. Maybe they had to make the room this shape because they were trying to make use of a narrow plot of land. Reito felt he caught a glimpse of Masakazu Yanagisawa’s practical way of thinking.

Nevertheless, the room’s odd shape didn’t necessarily detract from its comfort. The bed had to be something bigger than a semi-double, big for a room this size, and the light and air-conditioning switches were all near the head of the bed so you could control everything while lying down. There was a flat-screen TV on the wall across from the foot of the bed, meaning you were looking straight at it if you just propped yourself up a bit. A businessperson tired from work probably appreciated not having to move more than necessary.

Then Reito noticed the minifridge next to the desk, which reminded him he was thirsty. He got up and opened the fridge, but it was empty. And not even turned on. He wondered what that was about, then realised there was a power switch just below the door. It was like the hotel was telling you that you needed to turn it on if you wanted to use it. Which was another logical decision. It saved on electrical bills.

Reito was starting to think he was getting a vague idea of why Chifune had wanted him to stay in this hotel. Maybe she was trying to show him the differences between her and Masakazu’s ideals by having him compare this hotel with Hotel Yanagisawa. It worked. He was now aware of how contrasting their ways of thinking were, but it still didn’t make sense to him. What was the point of teaching him something like this?

He opened the desk’s drawer to find the hotel’s terms of agreement along with a small binder with information on the hotel. The binder’s title was ‘A History of the Yanagisawa Group: The Spirit of Hospitality’. The first page had a picture of Masakazu Yanagisawa and a welcome text from him.

As Reito was flipping through the pages, he glanced at the clock, then snapped the binder shut. It was quarter-past six. He jumped to his feet and grabbed his jacket from the closet.

Thankfully, because he hurried, he was still able to make it to the coffee shop five minutes before their agreed meeting time. He sat at an empty table and started drinking his iced coffee, and Yūmi arrived not long after. She was wearing a white jacket, but not jeans today. Instead, she had on a fitted miniskirt with dark brown boots.

‘Hope you weren’t waiting long,’ she said as she pulled off her jacket and sat in the seat across from him.

‘No. Sorry for the last-minute invite.’

‘It’s totally fine. Are you in Shibuya for something? Work?’ She seemed to be taking in his suit.

‘I guess you could say it’s work. My aunt asked me to do something.’ He explained Chifune had told him to stay in this business hotel, and Yūmi blinked in confusion.

‘What the heck’s that about?’ she said. ‘Sounds too chill for work.’

‘That’s why I don’t know if it’s work or not. But anyway, that’s why I have time tonight.’

‘Oh, well, okay. So, did you decide where we’re having dinner? Do you have a reservation?’

‘I found a few options but didn’t pick anything. I figured we could decide together.’ Reito picked up his phone.

‘Well, how about we go to a restaurant nearby I know then? It’s Italian.’

‘Italian . . . ?’

‘Oh, no good? Do you not like Italian?’

‘No, that’s not it. Sounds good. To be honest, I don’t really know Shibuya.’

It wasn’t just Shibuya he didn’t know. He also didn’t know Shinjuku, Roppongi, Ikebukuro, and obviously not Ginza. The only trendy area of Tokyo he knew a bit about was Funabashi.

‘All right, let’s go,’ Yūmi said as she stood. Reito chugged the rest of his iced coffee and followed.

The Italian restaurant was on the first floor of a building on Miyamasu-zaka Avenue. The inside of the restaurant was cheery with elegant decoration. The space wasn’t very large, but the tables were well laid out, so you didn’t have to worry too much about other guests when talking.

Reito looked at the menu but had absolutely no clue what to order. He rarely, or basically never, came to restaurants like this. When he went out with his friends, they usually went to izakaya pubs or ramen joints. He’d told Yūmi he’d had a few options for dinner tonight, but something like Italian hadn’t even entered his mind.

He decided putting on a front wasn’t going to get him anywhere, so he went with honesty and told Yūmi he wasn’t sure what to order. She said she’d just pick something for him then and caught the server’s attention. While looking at the menu, she ordered a few dishes, saying names Reito had never heard like she knew exactly what she was doing. Reito watched her, wondering if she took the reins like this when out on a date with her boyfriend.

‘What do you want to drink?’ she asked.

He had to stop himself from saying a lemon sour. ‘What are you having?’ he asked.

‘I’m going with a glass of sparkling wine.’

He had in no way expected that answer. ‘Okay, I’ll have the same,’ he said, trying to look classier than he was while wondering what sparkling wine tasted like. He’d had leftover champagne a few times at the hostess club when he worked there. Was it similar?

Once she’d ordered, Yūmi sat up straight and asked him, ‘So, whose report do we start with?’

Apparently, she wanted to get down to business right away. Which made sense. In her mind, that was the reason for this.

‘I don’t mind,’ Reito said.

‘Okay, I’ll go first then.’ She pulled her handbag from the seat next to her on to her knee. ‘I went to visit my grandma today.’

‘Oh yeah, she’s in the care home. Did you go on your own?’

‘Yeah. It’d been a while since I’d seen her, so I wanted us to spend time together, and I wanted to ask her about Uncle Kikuo.’

‘Did you manage to talk about him?’

She grimaced and shook her head. ‘Not only did we not have a conversation, I don’t even think she understood who I was. At least two times she called me “Mrs Kimura”. I think she thought I was her schoolteacher or something.’

‘That must have been hard on you. I guess that means you didn’t get to ask about your uncle?’

‘I tried. I asked if she remembered him, but she didn’t react at all. I don’t even think she was hearing me.’

Reito sighed, but the sparkling wine came so the two clinked their glasses together in a toast to their hard work. He was surprised how good the wine was when he tried it.

‘But anyway, that doesn’t mean I got nothing,’ Yūmi continued. ‘The care home let me go through Grandma’s things, and I found an old photo album with this in it.’

She took her phone out of her handbag, pulled something up on the screen, and showed it to Reito. It was a black-and-white photograph of two boys. They both looked to be primary school age, but Reito guessed there was a two- or three-year age gap between them based on their height and faces. The taller one was probably ten or eleven.

‘Who does the smaller one remind you of?’ Yūmi asked as she used two fingers to zoom in on the boys’ faces.

Reito examined the image, knowing what she was trying to say. ‘Is that your dad?’

‘Yep. Which means the boy next to him . . .’

‘Is his older brother. Your Uncle Kikuo.’

‘Most likely. There were lots of photos of the two of them in the photo album. There were their shrine visits for their shichi-go-san, when they started going to school, all sorts of things. And then there was this.’ She showed a different image. It was another black-and-white photo showing the boy they thought to be Kikuo Saji standing next to a woman. He looked about twelve or thirteen and was wearing a white button-up shirt and a bowtie. He even had a bouquet. The woman next to him was in a kimono and had traditionally beautiful Japanese features.

‘That woman is my grandma. She looks completely different now, but I’m sure of it. She’s pretty, isn’t she?’

‘She is.’

Reito wondered why Kikuo was holding a bouquet, then gasped when he saw what was behind the two of them.

‘A grand piano,’ he whispered.

‘That caught your attention too?’ Yūmi asked. ‘Where do you think this photo was taken?’

‘At a piano recital, or maybe a competition.’

‘That’s what I was thinking.’ She turned the phone back to herself to look at the photo. ‘And this is a pretty fancy concert hall. It’s no school music room.’

‘Which means your uncle was serious about learning piano as a kid.’

‘I think it’s likely. The question is what would cause a rift between someone like that and my dad? There’s got to be some reason, but Dad just will not tell us.’

Their starter came. It was something called fish carpaccio. Reito stared blankly at the dish set in the middle of the table until Yūmi divided it out on to two plates.

‘This is getting too complicated. Can’t you just try asking your dad?’ Reito said as he put a forkful of carpaccio in his mouth. He’d never tasted anything like it. ‘Wow, this is good,’ he said.

‘What do you want me to ask?’ Yūmi said.

‘About your uncle. Just try telling him you want to know more about him.’

Her brow furrowed in annoyance. ‘But that’s completely wrong.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘It’s not what I really want to know. I want to know about that woman living in Kichijōji. I want to figure out exactly what her relationship is with my dad. I do want to know about my uncle, but it’s not the priority.’

‘But they’re the same thing. If you learn about your uncle, you’ll probably figure out something about that woman and their relationship.’

‘How can you be so sure? The woman could have absolutely nothing to do with my uncle.’

‘And it’s fine if that’s the case. Then you just need to start up your investigation about the woman again.’

She sighed like he just didn’t get it and set down her fork. ‘If I ask about Uncle Kikuo, my dad’s going to be suspicious. He’ll ask why I’m asking about this now and how I even know about him. He’ll start grilling me, rather than the other way around, and what do I say if that happens?’

‘Just, whatever. Like . . . okay, show him that photo. Say you found it in your grandma’s old photo album and you’re wondering who it is.’

‘And then what? You think he’s just going to tell me everything? There’s got to be some significant reason why he would have hidden this from me this whole time. He’s not going to tell me. He’ll lie, maybe say it was just some kid he knew. Even if he did admit it was his brother, he could just say he died when they were young, and then that’s the end of that conversation, and I haven’t learned a single thing.’

‘Then you can just tell him what we learned at Lime Gardens,’ he said, but then grimaced. ‘Except you can’t, can you?’

‘He’d ask how I know about Lime Gardens, but I can’t mention you or the camphor tree.’

Reito scratched his head. ‘Yeah, I guess not.’

She picked her fork up again and said, ‘I’ve considered just asking him so many times, but when I run through the potential conversation, I always come to the conclusion it’s too big a risk. The more we talk, the more likely he is to suspect me. He might even guess his own daughter is spying on him. That’s the one thing I cannot risk, not until I know what his relationship is with that woman.’

‘I guess.’

The next dish after the carpaccio was a plate of deep-fried prawns. They looked like tempura prawns but were apparently called ‘fritti’. Reito didn’t know what the difference was.

‘It’s your turn,’ Yūmi said.

‘My turn for what?’

‘I’m done with my report. What did you have to tell me?’

‘Oh, right.’ He wet his mouth with a drink of his sparkling wine. ‘I learned a bit more about communion.’

‘What did you learn?’

‘I think it’s a sort of message. While you’re alive, you leave a message in the tree for your children or somebody, like a will.’ He explained what he’d heard from the Tsushima couple the other day and said, ‘I think Masato and Miyoko are their two children. Mrs Tsushima wondered if it got through, and then Mr Tsushima said he wants to have both of them receive it, definitely Masato but maybe Miyoko too, but not until after he died. That sounds like, you know, a will with a message he left for them.’

‘Hold on. Where are they leaving this message? How? Are they writing it and leaving it in the tree?’

‘No, I think they . . . think it. And what they think stays in the tree. Like, a computer, the tree is the hard disk for storing data. And there’s a message recorded there that only people related by blood can access.’

She looked at him like he’d grown a third eye. ‘You’re serious?’

‘Completely. I’ve seen a lot of people come for communion and how they act, and that’s the only explanation that fits.’

‘But that’s a seriously supernatural phenomenon.’

‘I know. It literally is supernatural. Your normal person isn’t exactly telepathic, but the tree acts like a medium.’

Yūmi shook her head. ‘Nope. That’s too much. I can’t believe something like that.’

‘Why not?’

‘If it were real, the media wouldn’t stop talking about it. There’d be rumours everywhere. It’d be on the internet, all over social media. I mean, it just doesn’t make sense that there isn’t a huge buzz around it.’

‘That’s why there are such strict rules, to keep that from happening. Not just anyone can commune. Right now, it’s only the people my aunt allows to. I think she vets them, makes sure they’re the kind of people that can keep the secret.’

‘Still, there’s a limit to how well that can work. Maybe if it were only one or two people, but there are so many people who have communed. Not every single one is going to stick to the rules.’

‘Fine, then let me ask you this: who’s Mickey Mouse?’

‘What?’ Her forehead crinkled. ‘What the hell? Why are you asking me about Mickey Mouse?’

‘I’m asking you if you know who it is that plays Mickey Mouse at Tokyo Disneyland. You don’t, do you? There’s a company rule that it’s kept an absolute secret. It’s not just the actor but everyone else involved that has to sign confidentiality agreements, and they’ll get hit with a massive lawsuit if they break that. So, who’s revealing Mickey’s identity on the internet? Who’s spreading it around social media? No one. It’s not impossible to maintain a rule of complete secrecy.

‘Besides, imagine someone did let it slip about the camphor tree anyway. The person they tell will think it’s just a story and won’t bother telling anyone else. They’ll think it’s just an urban legend, and it’ll end there. So long as you don’t have multiple people who have experienced it testifying, you can’t prove it’s true.’

His throat had gone dry from his passionate speech, so he drank down his glass of water.

Yūmi lifted her chin looking like she was going to object but then nodded slightly. ‘You’re not bad with your words.’

‘Uh . . . thanks,’ he said, taken off guard because he hadn’t been expecting a compliment like that.

‘That was a pretty convincing argument.’

‘So, you believe in what the camphor tree can do?’

‘Not completely, but I’m now open to the possibility.’

‘Well, good then.’

‘But,’ she said then paused. ‘But if it’s just a message they’re leaving people, why don’t they write a letter like everyone else? Why go to all this trouble?’ She speared a fried prawn on her fork and held it out towards Reito like a microphone. ‘What are your thoughts on the matter?’

‘That is the question,’ he said. ‘Maybe it’s different from a normal will somehow, I just don’t know how yet. But there is one thing I’m sure of: your dad goes to the camphor tree to receive the message your uncle left behind.’

Yūmi’s dark eyes roved around then she popped the fried prawn in her mouth. Reito watched her chew then swallow, then she finally looked at him and said, ‘If that’s the case, then why wasn’t once enough for him to receive the message? He goes every month. Sometimes two days in a row. Why would he have to go so much for a simple message? And what the heck is with the humming?’

Reito was at a loss in the face of the barrage of questions. He couldn’t think of a single good response. ‘As much as I hate it, I can’t answer any of those questions. But I’m sure I’ll find an explanation.’

Yūmi of course didn’t look satisfied with that response, though she didn’t look dissatisfied either. She nodded slightly and, as far as Reito could tell from her expression, she was just as interested as he was in figuring out the mysteries of communion.

After that, they had pasta with sea urchin in cream sauce and a Margherita pizza. Reito nearly had a heart attack when he looked at the bill, but thankfully Yūmi suggested they split it. Still, he’d never once spent more than 3,000 yen on a single meal before that.

Maybe dating a girl from a wealthy family wasn’t doable for him, after all.

They left the restaurant and walked for a little bit before Yūmi stopped. He looked in the direction she was staring in and realised why she’d stopped. It was a car park.

‘Is that . . . ?’ he asked.

She nodded. ‘The car park my dad always parks in? Yeah.’

Reito looked around them. There were a lot of people passing back and forth. ‘I don’t think that’s it,’ he said. ‘I don’t think your dad’s having an affair.’

‘Why not?’

‘You’re saying he comes here to a place like this, parks his car, and goes to a love hotel? It’s too dangerous. There are loads of people around. He wouldn’t know who might see him. There’s no guarantee he wouldn’t bump into someone he knows. Unless he’s absurdly optimistic, I doubt he’d do that.’

Yūmi drew in a deep breath. ‘I hope that’s the case too. I want to trust him.’

‘Huh. Really? That’s surprising.’

She looked at him with a raised eyebrow. ‘Why is that surprising?’

‘I just got the impression you were convinced he had a lover and you were enthusiastic in your pursuit of proof . . .’

‘Don’t be an idiot. Enthusiastic? In what universe would a daughter be enthusiastic about her dad having an affair?’

‘Well, none.’

They started walking again. It was Reito who stopped this time. ‘The hotel I’m staying at is that way,’ he said, pointing the opposite direction from the station.

‘Oh. Guess we’ll split up here then.’ She pointed at him and said, ‘I’ll contact you once I’ve got my audio surveillance device ready.’

Reito gave a wry smile. ‘Okay.’

They said goodnight to each other and went their separate ways. Reito looked at the time as he walked to Yanattsu Hotel Shibuya. It was just past nine. If she were with her boyfriend, they probably would have stayed out longer.
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Reito stood up from his chair when he saw the light from the torch appear from the thicket and jogged over to the man bundled up in a coat and scarf.

‘Where you able to commune with the tree?’ he asked.

‘Yes, thank you,’ the man said with a gentle smile. ‘And I made sure to put out the candle.’

‘Thank you. Safe travels home.’

‘I plan to come again in two months. I’ll see you then.’

‘I look forward to seeing you again.’

The man turned around and walked off towards the stairs. Reito watched him go, then entered the hedge. Everything inside the camphor tree was as it should be. The candle was properly extinguished, just as the man had said, and there was a 10,000-yen note in an envelope in front of the candle holder. Reito gathered up the candle holder then exited the tree, watching his step as he did.

It had been three days since his night at Yanattsu Hotel Shibuya, since the night of the new moon. He’d had communions booked each of those three nights but had a period of open days starting tomorrow. The next person was booked to come in about a week, when it was nearing the full moon.

Reito was confident that his theory about communion was accurate. Since mentioning it to Yūmi three days before, his work as the keeper of the camphor tree had only made him more certain. Everyone who’d come to commune those few days were elderly people who Reito assumed had retired from any active duties at work. It wasn’t odd that they would have things they would want to express to their children as they became more conscious of the end of their life approaching.

But it was somehow different from a will. If it wasn’t, Yūmi was right, they could simply write it down. That would be easier to explain to others, after all. If the message in the tree could only be received by certain people, then it wouldn’t have any use if it came to resolving arguments over inheritance.

And Reito still couldn’t explain people who visited regularly, like the man who’d come tonight. There were people who rewrote their wills time and time again, but it was more likely that people didn’t do that unless there were some extreme circumstances. At the very least, there weren’t people who already had plans to rewrite it in two months. When Reito had looked through the records, he’d discovered there were more than a few people who came more than once for communion on the new moon.

He wanted to ask Chifune about it, but she wouldn’t tell him anyway. The best he could hope for was her telling him he was looking in the right place and should keep on in that direction.

Speaking of which, he hadn’t heard from her at all lately. He’d assumed she would want to ask his thoughts on his stay at Yanattsu Hotel Shibuya, but apparently that assumption had been wrong. Which meant he really had no clue why she’d made him stay there.

On the way back to the shrine office, he felt a cold droplet fall on his neck. The weather was meant to steadily worsen starting the next day, but apparently it’d decided to get a head start.

By the time Reito had crawled into his futon, the rain had grown so strong he could hear it drumming on the ground. The forecast said it was supposed to rain all the next day. He sighed in frustration. He couldn’t tidy the shrine grounds or care for the tree when it was raining. It was looking like he was going to have a boring day. Maybe he could go to the cinema. It’d been a while since he’d done that. He closed his eyes, and a thought flitted through his mind that he could invite Yūmi, too, but he immediately brushed it away. Getting his hopes up was only going to end up with him being hurt when they were crushed.

It rained for two days straight. He never did go to the cinema in that time. It was too much of a hassle going to the station in the rain. He survived on premade meals from the convenience store and just put up with not going to bathe for those days.

Since he had so much time on his hands, he restarted his work on digitising the communion records, which he hadn’t done in a while. This led to a new discovery.

The most common pattern he saw was that someone would commune on the new moon, then someone with the same surname would commune later on the full moon. However, there were some instances where there were multiple people on the full moon. For example, if Tairō Suzuki communed on the new moon, you might see Ichirō Suzuki and Jirō Suzuki come about a year later and commune two days in a row. Ichirō and Jirō would likely be Tairō’s two sons, who both came to learn their father’s message.

This reminded Reito of what Mr and Mrs Tsushima had said. Mr Tsushima had said he wanted not only Masato but also Miyoko to come and commune, meaning he wanted both his children to receive the message. It seemed communion allowed for that.

That didn’t, however, answer the question of how this was any different from simply leaving a will or something.

The rain finally stopped on the third day. Reito went outside and groaned. Mounds of fallen leaves clung to the damp earth. It was going to take him the whole morning to clean it up.

Or so he’d thought, but he’d underestimated the difficulty of the task. The wet leaves spread out across the area, even down the stairs. Fallen leaves didn’t normally collect on the stairs thanks to the wind blowing them away. This new situation was making him appreciate how the leaves normally got trapped in almost predetermined locations.

In the afternoon, he finally got round to caring for the camphor tree. With thick cotton work gloves on his hands, he picked up his tools and entered the thicket.

When he reached the camphor tree, he caught glimpses of someone inside the hollow. It was a weekday, and surely the inside of the tree was wet, but apparently that didn’t matter to lovers of spiritualism.

The person stepped out from the tree. It was a young man in a brown puffy coat. This was a little surprising as Reito had assumed this lover of magic would be a woman, but he was more surprised for a different reason when he saw the young man’s face. He came to a stop with a gasp.

It was Sōki Oba. Sōki noticed Reito standing there and gave a little nod of greeting. Unlike Reito, he didn’t look surprised.

‘It was nice seeing you at the banquet,’ Reito said. ‘Did you come to commune during the day?’

‘I thought communion didn’t work during the day. And definitely not at this time of month. That’s what that lady said. Ms Yanagisawa or something.’

‘Yes, you’re right. During the day, even this is just a big old tree. All those people after power spots are happy enough with just the vibes, I guess.’

‘Unfortunately, that’s not enough for me.’ Sōki scratched his head as he walked closer. ‘Do you have some time? I wanted to ask you something.’

‘Me?’ Reito pointed at himself.

‘I don’t see anyone else here.’ Sōki chuckled quietly, but then his eyes fell. He was looking at the tools Reito was carrying. ‘You look busy, though, so maybe just ten minutes?’

It was true that he was busy, but he was also curious about what Sōki’s question was. More importantly, he wanted to get Sōki to tell him what he knew about communion.

Just then, Reito heard voices from behind. He turned to see an elderly couple walking their way. They’d most likely come to see the camphor tree.

‘Let’s not stand around to talk,’ Reito said. ‘Let’s go in the shrine office. I can manage fifteen minutes.’

‘Thanks.’

The two entered the shrine office and Reito went to make some tea, but when he got the teapot and tea bowls out, Sōki said, ‘I don’t need any tea. Actually, I’d prefer one of those. You have any more?’ He pointed to an empty lemon sour can on Reito’s desk.

‘I do . . .’ said Reito.

‘Could I have one? Not for free, of course. I’ll pay.’ He took a 1,000-yen bill from his wallet and set it on the table.

Reito took a can of lemon sour out of the fridge and set it in front of Sōki, then pushed the bill back. ‘My treat.’

‘No, I can’t. I’m taking your time already. I don’t want to feel like I owe you. Besides, it looks bad to take back something I offered. Just accept the money.’ Sōki picked up the bill and held it out to Reito.

‘It’s too much. You can buy one of those in the corner store for two hundred yen.’

‘It includes payment for your time.’

Reito sighed. Sōki might be a pampered boy, but he was prideful enough to be a full-grown man. And seeing as there was no reason to wound his pride, Reito said, ‘Well, if you insist,’ and accepted the 1,000 yen.

Sōki pulled the tab on the can. ‘You’re not drinking?’ he asked.

‘I’m working.’

‘Come on. No one’s looking.’

‘My boss has a habit of showing up without warning. You go ahead and drink. Don’t worry about me.’

‘Oh, I will. I paid for this, after all.’ He brought the can to his lips and took a swig.

‘What was it you wanted to ask me?’ Reito said.

Sōki wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and set the can down. ‘Do you remember how I couldn’t commune before?’

‘Yes.’

‘I was wondering if there was anyone else like that, anyone who failed to commune.’

Reito cocked his head in thought. ‘Well, I’m still in training and haven’t been doing this job for long . . .’

‘Even if you don’t have much experience, surely you would have been told about certain things. Like, a customer who can’t commune and starts complaining. It has to happen, right? Then they’ll demand their money back. They would’ve taught you how to deal with that sort of situation, I would’ve assumed.’

‘Unfortunately, I was taught basically nothing. And I was told the keeper only makes preparations for the communion, they don’t get involved with the communion itself in any way. Besides, the candle fee isn’t required. If someone is unhappy with their communion, they can just not leave one. It’s not really a matter of returning the money or not returning it.’

‘I couldn’t commune and I still left ten thousand yen,’ Sōki said grumpily.

‘Do you want it back?’

Sōki thumped the table. ‘That’s not my point. I’m saying, there must be others who weren’t able to commune. I want to know what happens then.’

Reito shook his head. ‘I’m sorry. I don’t know.’

Sōki clucked his tongue in frustration and reached for his can of lemon sour. He was acting tough, but there was a hint of panic in his expression. It was upsetting him that he wasn’t able to commune.

‘Does that mean you weren’t able to receive his message?’ Reito decided to try asking.

Sōki eyes turned to him, can still in hand. ‘Message?’

‘You father died three months ago, but you haven’t been able to receive the message he left. Isn’t that what’s happening?’

‘Yeah, I guess so. Just, the others don’t call it a message.’

‘What do they call it?’

‘His will. I’ve wondered what that meant, but it must be this message you’re talking about.’

Instinctually, Reito felt that no, that was wrong. Sōki seemed to accept that explanation, but Reito knew this will couldn’t be a mere message.

‘Hold on,’ Reito said as he opened the laptop that was beside him. He remembered entering the name Oba, and more than just once or twice. ‘Your dad’s name was Tōichirō Oba, right?’

‘Yeah.’

Reito nodded. Tōichirō Oba had visited twice a year every year, once at New Year’s and once in the summer near the Obon Festival. He always came on New Year’s Day or a few days on either side. His last visit was 5 January this year.

The thing that piqued Reito’s curiosity was that the notes column for his visits said, ‘Restrictions apply.’ Reito saw that note every once in a while, but he didn’t know what it meant even though he was the one inputting the data.

He told Sōki about it, and it didn’t seem like a big deal to him. ‘Oh, that,’ he said. ‘My dad’s will, his paper will I mean, said that I’m the only one who can receive his will from the tree. I guess that means no one else can commune.’

‘Huh . . .’ Reito had no idea such rules existed. As he’d hoped, he was learning a lot from Sōki. ‘I guess there’s something he only wanted his son to know. You’re an only child, right?’

Sōki grimaced slightly like Reito had touched on a painful topic and groaned in acknowledgement. ‘That’s what makes this whole thing such a pain in the ass. If other people could do it, I wouldn’t be under all this pressure. Morio and the others wouldn’t be hounding me like they are.’

‘What do you mean?’ Reito asked, and Sōki looked uneasy. ‘Sorry,’ he said quickly. ‘You don’t have to tell a complete stranger like me what’s going on in your family. Forget I asked.’

‘I mean,’ Sōki said as he crossed his legs and took another drink of his lemon sour, ‘it’s not exactly a secret. Anyone involved with the company knows it. To cut a long story short, there’s a fight over who will take over the company. And I don’t even care what happens.’

Sōki slowly jiggled his crossed leg as he launched into the story. The current head of the company was Motoji Kawahara, nephew to Tōichirō Oba, the previous CEO. Traditionally, that position would go to the eldest son of the Oba family, or if the eldest was a daughter, then her husband, but Tōichirō hadn’t had children with his first wife, who had died young of illness. Sōki’s mother was Tōichirō’s second wife. They married later in life, and by the time they were blessed with a son, Tōichirō was already in his late fifties. Sōki was only twelve years old when his father had stepped back from his role as CEO due to health issues ten years ago.

Tōichirō’s health rapidly deteriorated and he was in and out of hospital for years. Two years ago, the doctors had said he didn’t have much time left. This meant they had the issue of deciding who would follow Motoji as his successor. Motoji still had quite a few years ahead of him at only fifty-six, meaning it was still some time until the company would be passed on to the next generation, but they needed to decide on a direction now, and Tōichirō was the one with the authority to make that decision.

There were two candidates for a future successor. The first was Motoji’s eldest son, Ryūto Kawahara. Ryūto was thirty years old and currently working in the corporate department of a large bank, though there had already been discussions about him working someday for Takumiya Confectionery. The other candidate was Tōichirō’s sole child, Sōki. Plans were that he would start working at Takumiya next spring once he graduated from university.

The problem was that Tōichirō hadn’t spoken at all about who would be the successor while he was alive. Instead, he simply said he’d left a will with his solicitor. Everyone believed this contained the true intentions of the person of highest authority in the company.

Tōichirō passed away three months ago, and the contents of the will were made public at long last, but what it said left the directors, particularly Motoji, bewildered. It didn’t specifically state who the successor would be. Instead, it told the directors to, ‘Select a leader who will guide the company to even greater heights and search for a path that will ensure the company’s continued existence for all eternity.’

‘It was cruel of Dad not to explicitly name a successor,’ Sōki said to Reito. ‘The directors are divided in opinion because he didn’t, despite the fact that anyone can see it makes most sense for it to be Ryūto. Even I think so. He’s a hard-working bank bigwig. He’s worked on all sorts of big corporate things. I’ve never even had a real job, but the old men on the board are stuck in the past and think the company should be led by an Oba. And then you’ve got this annoying crap in Dad’s will.’

‘What crap?’ Reito asked.

‘You know, the camphor tree thing. The will specifically says I’m the one who should commune at Tsukisato Shrine, and that no one else can be involved. That sent Morio and his side into a fit. They vehemently argue that meant my dad chose me as his successor. So, the people who back Ryūto are saying that if that’s the case, we can have a real discussion about it once I’ve communed. Which brings us here,’ Sōki picked up his lemon sour and downed what remained. ‘I have to keep coming here until I can commune.’

‘That’s not a problem, is it? Having to come several times. It’ll work eventually, I bet.’

‘And if it doesn’t? What do I do if it never works?’

‘Well . . .’

‘That’s why I want to look into it. Find out if there’s some sort of rule on how many failed communions you have before calling it quits. There’s got to be something, right? Otherwise, it’d never end.’

‘I guess. All right. I’ll ask if I get the chance.’

‘Thanks.’ Sōki stood and looked at his watch. ‘That was exactly fifteen minutes. Sorry for taking your time.’

‘Can I ask you something?’

‘Sure. What is it?’

‘Based on your story, I’m guessing there was a big age difference between your parents. I was wondering how they met.’

‘Ah,’ Sōki said, his mouth half open as he nodded. ‘It was nearly a thirty-year age difference. My mum’s only in her forties now. She used to be the Oba family’s housekeeper. I guess my dad fell in love with her and sweet-talked her into marrying him.’

‘Huh.’

‘Well, thanks for everything,’ Sōki said as he threw on his down coat and left the office.

Reito watched him go through the window, a mix of emotions in his heart. It was certain that every single one of the people who came to commune was struggling with their own circumstances. Was it truly okay for him as the keeper to just stand by and do nothing? Shouldn’t he help them?

He shook his head. It was a stupid thought. What could half a man like him even do? He tried to tell himself that he just needed to do what he was told and keep his mouth shut.

Several days passed, and the night of the full moon approached at long last.
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Reito looked up into the night sky and sighed. The moon didn’t deserve to be called perfect tonight. There was a bit of cloud obscuring the left-hand side. It probably got a mark of eighty-five out of one hundred. It was wrong to hope for a perfect moon tonight anyway. Tomorrow was the full moon.

He was sitting in his chair in front of the shrine office, his eyes on the dark entrance to the shrine grounds. It was getting to the time of year when waiting outside made him cold. He’d normally have waited inside. If the person coming for communion didn’t see the keeper, they simply rang the bell in the shrine. That’s what Toshiaki Saji had done the first time Reito had met him.

But he couldn’t wait inside that night. He couldn’t rule out the possibility that Toshiaki couldn’t be bothered to ring the bell and would instead just open the door to the shrine office without warning. Tonight was the one night Toshiaki must be kept from seeing inside the office.

After some time, Reito saw the light of a torch near the torii gate. As it came closer, he could make out a figure wearing a jacket and scarf, topped off with a knitted cap. It was Toshiaki, with a bag in hand.

‘Good evening,’ Reito said.

‘It’s freezing tonight,’ Toshiaki replied. ‘I even brought handwarmers.’

‘That was a good idea. In terms of communion time, are you happy with the usual?’

‘Yep. We’ll do the same.’

Reito handed him a paper bag containing a candle. ‘Everything’s ready. Please take your time, and it is my utmost hope that your will reaches the camphor tree.’

Toshiaki took the paper bag and nodded without a word before heading towards the thicket.

Reito checked the time on his phone. It was five minutes past ten. Once he was certain Toshiaki’s form had disappeared into the darkness, he opened the shrine office door and went inside.

‘Your dad just went to the camphor tree,’ he said.

Yūmi was there, sitting beside the table drinking a mug of hot chocolate. ‘All right, let’s go,’ she said as she set her mug down and started to get up.

‘I think we should wait a bit longer. He might notice if we rush right out to the tree, and that would be bad.’

‘It’ll be fine. I can’t miss anything important because I was dragging my feet.’

‘Haste makes waste,’ Reito said as he held up one hand. ‘Five minutes. Give it five minutes. He’s going to be in there for two hours.’

Yūmi looked unhappy with this but nodded and sat back down. Reito knew she must agree it didn’t make sense to risk screwing up because they rushed things. What they were about to do was technically illegal.

From her handbag, Yūmi pulled out a black electronic device. She popped the earbuds into her ears and hit the on switch, then fiddled with the knobs and buttons, but her expression was unhappy.

‘How is it?’ Reito asked.

She shook her head and took out the earbuds. ‘No good. I can’t hear anything from here.’

Reito couldn’t help clucking his tongue in annoyance. ‘I guess we really will have to get closer.’

Yūmi put the device back in her handbag without saying anything.

This was her second time visiting the shrine today. The first visit was in the evening when she practised using the audio surveillance device. When she’d first talked about audio surveillance, Reito had assumed she simply meant sticking a voice recorder in the tree, but the system she brought was far more sophisticated than that. It was actually made of three devices: a transmitter, a recorder and a receiver. Basically, that meant you could both listen to the audio in real time and record it at the same time.

‘I won’t know if a voice recorder managed to catch anything until after the fact,’ she’d said. ‘It would all be pointless if I play it back and hear nothing. I’m going to all this effort, might as well do it right.’

According to her, renting the equipment was 6,000 yen per day. Depending on how things turned out today, she wanted to spy on her father tomorrow as well, meaning she spent 12,000 yen for two days. She was serious about this.

‘It’s been five minutes,’ she said and stood as she pulled on her heavy, dark-coloured jacket.

The two of them left the shrine office and walked to the entrance into the hedges. Reito’s emotions were mixed. He knew that as the keeper of the camphor tree, this was something he absolutely should not be doing. On the other hand, he was curious. That curiosity clashed with his sense of duty, and his sense of duty wasn’t necessarily winning.

They entered the hedge and proceeded cautiously for a little over ten metres before coming to a stop. There was a circle of rope on the ground at their feet. They’d put that there earlier as their mark. When they’d placed the transceiver in the tree and tested it earlier that evening, they realised the receiver had a much shorter range for picking it up than they’d thought. The manual had said it had a maximum range of a hundred metres, but it was normal with these handheld devices for the range to be affected by the surrounding environment. After running several trials, they discovered this was the best location.

Reito held up his torch to give Yūmi light to pull the receiver and recorder from her handbag. They were connected with an adapter. Just like before, she popped in the earbuds and started fiddling with the device.

Her expression changed immediately, her eyebrows furrowed in confusion.

‘What?’ Reito asked.

She took out one of the earbuds and passed it to Reito, and he put it in his ear. For a moment, he thought it wasn’t making any noise, but then he heard something. His eyes went wide, and he looked at Yūmi before taking out the earbud and saying, ‘It’s that humming again.’

‘Yeah. I knew it.’ She pulled the cable for the earbuds out of the device.

Hmm, hmm, hm-hm-hm . . .

The device’s built-in speaker played what was without a doubt the same humming they’d heard when they’d spied on Toshiaki’s communion before. The notes sounded somewhat steadier this time.

‘What the hell is this . . . ?’ Yūmi murmured.

Reito shrugged. He had no answer.

After some time, the humming stopped, and the device fell silent. It wasn’t malfunctioning in any way, meaning Toshiaki must not be making any sound. There was a faint rustling, as if he were taking something out of a bag.

The silence continued. It seemed Toshiaki didn’t make any sound during communion other than the humming. It was looking as if their bug was going to get them nothing. Or so Reito thought.

The receiver’s speakers began to play piano music. Reito looked at Yūmi in surprise. Her eyes were wide in shock.

‘What is that?’ he asked, but Yūmi pressed a finger to her lips and closed her eyes to focus.

After a moment, she opened her eyes and said, ‘It’s the humming.’

‘What?’

‘Don’t you think the melody sounds like what he was humming?’

Reito listened closely as he thought back to the humming from a moment before. ‘You’re right. He was humming this song.’

The piano music stopped, and everything fell to silence again.

Reito opened his mouth to ask Yūmi what she thought about this, but the receiver started up again. Hm-hm-hm-hmm, hmm, hmm.

But this was different from the melody they’d just heard. The notes were lower and not as varied.

Reito pointed that out, and Yūmi said, ‘I think this is the bassline of that song.’

‘The bassline?’

‘You play piano with both hands, right? In simple terms, this is the part played with the left hand. It sounds like this is only the low parts.’

‘Oh, okay. But why is he doing this?’

Yūmi pressed her lips closed, her expression tense as she shrugged.

The sound continued on like that. Toshiaki would hum, then there would be silence, then piano, silence, humming, silence, piano, silence, humming, over and over again. Reito had no idea what any of it meant.

At some point, there was an extended period of silence. Reito checked his phone, but they still had some time before the end of Toshiaki’s communion. What was he doing now?

He and Yūmi were staring at the receiver’s speaker when light appeared on the edge of Reito’s field of vision. He looked up at it and froze. Toshiaki was walking towards them, torch in hand.

Shit. This was bad, but it was already too late when the thought hit him. He’d been standing there with his torch on this whole time. He quickly hit the switch to turn it off, but there was no way Toshiaki hadn’t already noticed the light.

‘Reito?’ Toshiaki’s voice called. ‘Is that you? What are you doing out here?’

Reito stood from where they’d been crouched down. ‘Nothing,’ he called back. ‘I was just having a look around . . .’

It wasn’t a good explanation. He was certain he wasn’t going to be able to lie his way out of this one. Yūmi huddled low behind him.

Toshiaki moved closer, suspicion written on his face. He pointed his torch so the light fell behind Reito. ‘It looks like there’s someone behind you. Why are they hiding?’

Reito turned around and looked down towards Yūmi. She looked up at him with a look of defeat.

‘Yūmi?’ Toshiaki cried in surprise, a reasonable reaction in this situation. ‘What is this? Why are you here? What in the world is going on?’ Toshiaki’s expression began to change as he moved the light between Reito and Yūmi.

‘I’m sorry. I can explain . . .’ Reito said, floundering.

‘What explanation could there possibly be? No one is supposed to go near the tree when someone is communing. Why is my daughter here?’ Toshiaki demanded, his voice rising.

‘Don’t yell,’ Yūmi said. ‘I asked him for help.’

‘Help with what?’ He was practically roaring at them at this point, spittle flying. ‘What kind of help? And why are you even here in the first place?’

‘I said don’t yell. I’ll explain,’ she said, getting to her feet.

And that’s when part of the device she’d been holding fell to the ground. It was the recorder, which had been connected to the receiver. The reason Reito knew it was the recorder despite the dark was that it began to play back the moment it hit the ground.

It was the piano music. The three stood frozen in the darkness as the solemn music swept out into the night.

Yūmi snatched the device up and hit the off button. Reito, terrified, slowly turned to look at Toshiaki. He was frozen in shock.

‘What the . . .’ Toshiaki said. ‘How do you have that? When, how did you record it?’

‘The internet. I got it off a video site on the internet. I liked it and—’

‘Don’t lie,’ Toshiaki said sharply. ‘There’s no way you found that on the internet. There are very few people who even know that piece exists. Tell me. How did you get it?’ But while he was interrogating them, he seemed to find the answer on his own. ‘Just now?’ he said. ‘You secretly recorded it when I played it just now in the camphor tree? I see.’ His rage-filled eyes turned towards Reito now. ‘What is the meaning of this? Do you think this is acceptable? And you’re supposed to be the keeper of the camphor tree.’

‘Don’t blame him,’ Yūmi shouted back as she stepped in front of Reito. ‘I told you. I asked him for help. I made him help me.’

‘Why? Explain yourself.’

‘I’m the one who should be saying that. You need to explain yourself.’

‘I what?’ he demanded.

Yūmi took out her phone, quickly did something on it, then turned it so Toshiaki could see the screen. ‘Who is this woman? Why are you sneaking around with her? Are you cheating on Mum? Is this your mistress? What’s going on?’

The change in Toshiaki’s expression was immediate and extreme. His anger disappeared. His eyes darted about as if looking for escape. ‘That’s none of your business.’

‘How isn’t it my business? Of course it is! I’m your daughter. What do you expect me to think when I learned you were secretly seeing some woman?’

‘It’s just, a complicated situation,’ he said, gasping for breath. The tables had completely turned.

‘And I want to hear what that situation is. If you don’t tell me, I’ll tell Mum about this woman.’

‘She’s not what you think.’

‘Then what is she to you? Why do you regularly meet her? And why in Shibuya?’

His eyes grew wide, shocked that she knew that as well. ‘You wouldn’t understand even if I did tell you,’ he said, his voice pained. ‘It’s too complicated. And it involves someone you don’t even know.’

‘Is that person Uncle Kikuo?’

He looked even more shocked. ‘How? How do you know about my brother?’

‘We’ve done some investigating,’ Reito said. ‘We went to Lime Gardens. When you’re in the camphor tree, you’re receiving a message from your brother, aren’t you?’

Toshiaki fell into a dazed silence, but then the hardness faded from his expression. His shoulders, squared in anger, slumped weakly. ‘It’s not as simple as that, as just a message. But, yeah, that’s what’s happening.’ His tone had softened.

‘Would you mind talking about it? I’m starting to understand more about communion, and I explained it to Yūmi. We won’t think what you have to say is some sort of fairytale.’

He sighed, his gaze falling to the ground as he thought for a moment. Finally, he looked up and said, ‘If you want to hear it all, it’ll take some time.’

‘That’s fine,’ Yūmi said. ‘We have plenty of time until morning.’

‘I think your brother would’ve agreed this is for the best,’ Reito said.

Toshiaki looked up into the sky. ‘I hope so.’

They returned to the shrine office where Reito brewed tea for them. Toshiaki cupped his hands around the tea bowl as if to warm them and murmured, ‘Where should I even start . . . ?’

‘From the beginning,’ Yūmi said. ‘I don’t know anything about Uncle Kikuo. I’d like to hear about him.’

‘From all the way back there?’ Toshiaki looked uncertain as he sipped his tea, but then he sighed. ‘I suppose I do have to start there, don’t I?’

And he slowly began the story.
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Kikuo Saji was two years older than his younger brother, Toshiaki, and always had excellent grades in school. This made his parents happy, as it meant they could feel at ease when leaving the family business to him.

But something unexpected happened to the family. It wasn’t a bad something. It was in fact the sort of thing that would make any family proud. There was something Kikuo was even more talented at than his studies.

That something was music.

They discovered this thanks to Kikuo’s mother, Takako. She had always wished she could have been a pianist, so she decided to have her eldest son take piano lessons as a child. Her husband, Hiroyuki, had no objections. He was busy with work and left childrearing to her. His opinion was essentially that she could do whatever she saw fit. Perhaps he didn’t think much of it anyway, as the boy wasn’t likely to keep up with lessons for very long.

But Kikuo fell in love with the piano the first time he touched one. He sat in front of it practising for so long that he actually had to be told to stop. He didn’t understand why anyone would stop him. It never seemed like an obsession with practising to him. He simply loved playing.

Not only did he love playing, he had a natural talent for it. He had an ear for pitch, a feel for rhythm, and a powerful memory that allowed him to recall a song perfectly even after hearing it only once. It didn’t take him long to reach a level of skill that could rival an adult’s.

When Toshiaki was in his first couple of years of primary school, he went to one of his brother’s piano recitals. He didn’t think much of the event, since he and the family were always listening to Kikuo play at home, but that wasn’t so for the rest of the audience. The applause after Kikuo finished playing was like thunder, stretching on for ever. Some even stood and cried out. Toshiaki only later learned of standing ovations, but he did understand the audience had been greatly moved by his brother’s performance.

People began to call Kikuo a child prodigy. Newspaper reporters came to interview him. And, as you might expect, everyone was telling him he should become a professional musician. That made his mother very happy.

His father, however, didn’t approve. He argued Kikuo wouldn’t be able to make a living from music.

‘There are some who succeed,’ he’d said. ‘Some people who earn billions and become famous, but very few people. The majority work in obscurity. Is that what you want for your son?’

But Takako didn’t back down. ‘His talent is more than that. And more importantly, this is what he wants to do. I want to support him and his dreams.’

‘Are you sure it’s his dream and not yours? I haven’t heard him say this is what he wants.’

‘Because he holds it in around you. Please. I’ll take responsibility for whatever happens. Please, just let him go into music.’

They had an exchange like this practically every night, while Kikuo shut himself in his room and refused to come out. Toshiaki remained on the sidelines, watching his family with cold disinterest.

He wasn’t jealous of his brother in the least. In fact, it seemed troublesome to have talent like him. Their mother had told Toshiaki that he could take piano lessons too, if he wanted to. He didn’t have to think twice before saying no.

Kikuo’s talent only grew greater as the years went by. His father voiced his disapproval of him going into music but never refused to pay for lessons or equipment. No parent would be unhappy to hear their child had received a good score at a piano competition or a glowing evaluation from experts.

And because even her husband was supportive to a degree, Takako went all-in when it came to Kikuo’s music education. If she heard rumour of a famous tutor, she would use any means necessary to find a way to contact them and take Kikuo to them to study, no matter how far it was.

This meant she put other things in the household at a lower priority. She never pressed Toshiaki to study. It was almost like she had no interest in her younger son, who was only interested in sports and manga. Still, she did pay some attention to his grades at school, since she was worried that Kikuo would be forced to carry on the family business if Toshiaki did so poorly he wasn’t able to. She was always telling him to study architecture at university, at any university, even if it was a third-rate one.

Kikuo apologised once and only once to Toshiaki for putting him in a position where he was forced to take over the business. It was when Toshiaki was in his room studying for secondary school entrance exams.

‘It’s just the way it is,’ Toshiaki had said in response. ‘I’ve got nothing else going for me, not like you.’

Kikuo cocked his head. ‘I’m not sure you can say this is something going for me.’

‘Then what is it? Everyone says you’re gifted.’

‘Gifted . . .’ There was a sad smile on his lips. ‘This isn’t something someone just gives you at birth.’

‘But it’s true that you’re more talented than other people. It must be great being able to do what you want to do.’

Kikuo gave a half-hearted shake of his head. His behaviour annoyed Toshiaki.

‘What? What’re you so bothered by?’

Kikuo let out a heavy sigh. ‘To be honest, I don’t know any more if I’m doing it because I want to do it or because I have to do it. I do like music and I do like playing piano, but I have a feeling I’m headed in the wrong direction.’

‘Mum would be upset if she heard you say that. She’s dedicated her life to your talent.’

‘I know. I know that, but . . .’ His words trailed off.

Toshiaki wondered if what he wanted to say was that he knew, and that was why the burden was so heavy.

Despite Kikuo’s feelings, Takako created the ideal environment for her son’s talent to grow, and grow it did. Eventually, even her husband caved and gave his approval for Kikuo to study music at university.

But something unexpected happened, unexpected to Takako at least. Kikuo began to say he didn’t want to be a pianist, but rather a composer. He was more interested in creating music than performing it.

Kikuo began studying composition at a performing arts university in central Tokyo, where he moved into the student dorms, his first time living on his own. That gave him independence from his mother. She seemed lost for a whole two weeks after he moved out.

He rarely came home, only showing his face during the summer holiday and at New Year’s. Even when he did come home, he rarely talked about music and he didn’t go anywhere near the piano. When Takako would ask him about this and that at uni, he would just tell her yeah, it was going fine, with an annoyed tone.

Eventually, Toshiaki also advanced to university. It wasn’t a third-rate one, but sort of an odd middling one which couldn’t really be called first-rate either. But he did study architecture. Like his brother, he left the family home to begin his new life, as the university wasn’t nearby.

Beginning that independent life showed Toshiaki why his brother rarely came home. University life was fun. He barely had enough time to spend with his friends and didn’t enjoy going home. He also learned exactly how tedious it was to have his parents grilling him on how things were going lately.

But there was a different reason why Kikuo didn’t visit. Once, when Toshiaki visited home for the first time in a long time, he found his father in a bad mood and his mother crying in her room. They hadn’t heard from Kikuo in so long that Takako had gone to Kikuo’s dorm to check on him, only to find his room empty. When she asked the dorm administrator what was going on, she learned something even more shocking: Kikuo had dropped out long ago.

The dorm administrator gave Takako a forwarding address Kikuo had left. She went and found a house that doubled as a storage unit where several young people she’d never met lived together. They were aspiring actors who belonged to a theatre company, and Kikuo was part of the group as well.

She waited there until his shift had finished at his side job and he returned. When she demanded to know what was going on, her son, whose future in music she’d had such high hopes for, told her he had finally found something he wanted to do and he wouldn’t cause her any trouble, so it was best if she just left him be.

Takako’s husband blamed her for everything.

‘You coddled him,’ he’d said. ‘You filled his head with ideas of grandeur, and now he’s a good-for-nothing university dropout. Do you have any idea how much money I’ve wasted on him? First he wants to be a musician, and now an actor? What a fucking joke. The next time you see him, tell him he’s not welcome in this house.’

Toshiaki had often thought of his father as dull-witted and obstinate, but on this occasion he felt his anger was justified. Toshiaki was angry too, as he had only worked so hard to take over the family business because he wanted Kikuo to succeed as a musician. This wasn’t what he’d agreed to.

Kikuo didn’t come home after that. Once Toshiaki graduated from university, he moved back home and began helping with the family business. He had no idea where his brother was or what he was doing.

That didn’t mean, however, that all ties had been cut between Kikuo and the Saji family. Takako sometimes went to visit him in secret. Her husband did notice, of course. One day, he called Toshiaki into his study and told him to follow his mother.

‘I have a feeling your mother is going to go see Kikuo later today. I want you to find out what’s going on and where she’s seeing him.’

Toshiaki agreed, but he knew what his father really wanted to know wasn’t how Takako’s meetings with Kikuo went, but how Kikuo was doing. He was his son, after all. He couldn’t stop caring completely.

‘If you get a chance to talk to him,’ his father continued, ‘give him this.’ He passed Toshiaki an envelope. It was rather heavy. Toshiaki guessed it contained money. His father didn’t make eye contact as they had this exchange. He probably didn’t want Toshiaki asking him questions.

Toshiaki wanted to comment on the fact that his father had his soft side too but said nothing as he slipped the envelope into his coat pocket.

As expected, Takako left the house that day. Toshiaki followed, careful that she didn’t notice him. After taking two trains, they arrived at Yoyogi Park, which was filled with families and couples as it was a Sunday. There was even a group of musicians practising.

Takako came to a stop at the edge of the open area in the centre of the park. It wasn’t exactly crowded, but people were slowing down as they passed through the area. There had to be something there.

Toshiaki slowly approached until he could see what everyone was looking at.

On a square platform stood a statue wearing a top hat and holding a cane. It was made entirely of some metallic black material, from its clothes to its glasses, skin and hair. It didn’t move at all, making it look exactly like a real statue.

It was, of course, not a real statue. It was a flesh-and-blood person acting as a statue. It was a form of street performance.

Toshiaki noticed that his mother’s eyes were fixed on the living statue and that was when he was hit with shock. It was Kikuo. He was sure of it.

Takako slowly approached the statue and placed what Toshiaki assumed to be folded bills in the box in front of it. The people passing by noticed and stopped.

The statue suddenly moved. With one hand on its top hat, it spun its cane and began marching in place. The movements were that of a mechanical doll, nothing human about it at all. It was incredible. Kikuo must have been doing this for quite some time. Toshiaki was impressed, a simple emotion really.

Takako reached out her right hand, and the statue shook it, then froze in a slightly different pose from before it started moving, like a wind-up toy that had run its course.

The temporarily frozen audience began to move again. Takako slid into the crowd, moving away from Kikuo. She didn’t seem to notice Toshiaki.

Toshiaki was surprised. Surprised of course by how Kikuo had changed, but more so by his mother’s reaction. She’d looked oddly content. Toshiaki had always thought her dream was for Kikuo to succeed as a musician, but maybe that wasn’t actually the case. Maybe she was filled with joy simply seeing her son giving himself to something, anything.

The people drifted away, leaving only Toshiaki there. He was easily visible from where Kikuo was, but his brother was still a statue. Even his expression hadn’t changed. The lenses of his glasses must have been one-way mirrors, too, making it impossible to tell where he was looking, but there was no way he wasn’t seeing his younger brother at the edge of his field of vision.

Toshiaki approached him until he was standing right in front of him and crossed his arms.

‘So, this is what you wanted to do,’ he said. ‘You wanted to do this so badly you’d throw away all that hard work you put into music as a kid? Is there that much value in it?’

But Kikuo didn’t respond. He remained motionless. The muscles in his face didn’t even twitch, which spoke to how dedicated he was.

‘It doesn’t matter,’ Toshiaki said. ‘I saw Mum earlier. Looks like she supports what you’re doing, so I won’t butt in with my opinions.’

He turned to leave, then remembered the envelope in his pocket. His father had told him if he got a chance to talk to Kikuo, he should give him the envelope. While it certainly hadn’t been a conversation, you could argue he had talked to Kikuo and that having him not answer any of his questions was a result of a sort.

Toshiaki took the envelope from his pocket. ‘This is from Dad,’ he said as he put the money on the box like Takako had before.

And then Kikuo moved.

Moving like a mechanical doll, he spun his cane once as he marched in place. Apparently, he gave a performance whenever someone gave him money, no matter who it was. Toshiaki thought that was likely Kikuo’s pride at work.

But he was wrong. After a series of motions, Kikuo picked up the envelope and held it towards Toshiaki as if to say, ‘Take it and leave.’

Toshiaki realised this was his brother’s stubbornness. He would happily accept money from their mother, she supported him, but he wasn’t going to accept pity money from their father, who didn’t.

Toshiaki took the envelope from Kikuo and said, ‘You should know you can come home whenever you want. Even Dad would be happy to see you.’

He wondered if he might get the chance to hear Kikuo’s voice, but it wasn’t to be. The statue remained frozen in the position of holding the envelope out.

Toshiaki turned and walked away. As he did, the people around him looked behind him, towards the statue, with expressions of surprise or perhaps enjoyment. It must have moved. Toshiaki wanted to turn back, but he resisted the urge and kept walking.

When Toshiaki returned home, he told his father everything exactly as it had happened. He didn’t react much when Toshiaki told him Kikuo was pretending to be a statue. Perhaps he didn’t understand that sort of performance art, but he did nod when Toshiaki told him it was a sort of street performance. He did however ask the obvious question, ‘Can he make a living doing that?’ Toshiaki could only shrug.

Takako returned that day nearly two hours after Toshiaki had. She said she had been seeing a friend, but Toshiaki didn’t think that was true. She’d left Yoyogi Park, but she probably went somewhere to wait for Kikuo to finish ‘working’ so they could spend time together. It seemed unlikely she’d be happy with nothing more than giving her living-statue son a tip.

Takako continued to visit Kikuo regularly, or so Toshiaki assumed, but his father never told him to follow her again. He didn’t know if his father had chosen to have nothing more to do with his eldest son or if he’d hired a private detective or something like that and had learned everything he wanted to know. Either way, the name Kikuo stopped coming up in conversation in the Saji household.

At some point, Toshiaki’s parents began discussing arranging a marriage for him, which led to him gaining his own household. Not long after, his daughter, Yūmi, was born, and he began to truly take over Saji Construction from his father. Now busy with both personal and work life, Toshiaki stopped caring about his estranged brother. He honestly had no idea where Kikuo was or what he was doing.

Even so, there came a point where Toshiaki had to contact him. Their father had been rushed to hospital after a heart attack and passed away there. There had been no forewarning this would happen, leaving Toshiaki reeling.

Takako would normally be responsible for arranging the funeral service and so on as the chief mourner, but Toshiaki ended up taking over planning for the wake and funeral, partly because he was already in touch through work with those who needed to be invited. Obviously, he would have to think about what to do about Kikuo. He might have been estranged from the family, but his father had passed away. It would be wrong for the man’s eldest son to not attend the funeral.

And so Toshiaki asked his mother to contact him. ‘I’m sure you can find a way to contact him,’ he’d said. ‘I know the situation is complicated and emotional for you, which is why I haven’t asked you about him before, but this is different. Tell him he needs to come.’

But Takako shook her head and told Toshiaki it was pointless.

‘Why?’ Toshiaki asked. ‘If he feels any sense of debt to the man who raised him, he needs to come to the funeral. Only a poor excuse for a human being wouldn’t come, don’t you agree?’

Takako listened, her expression pained. After a moment of silence, she seemed to steel herself and said, ‘I’ll tell you everything after the funeral. Please, just wait until then.’

‘What? What the hell does that mean? You’ll tell me after the funeral? And you really think that’s okay?’

She brought her hands together in front of her face and bowed low. ‘I know you don’t approve, but there’s nothing we can do. I’m begging you, please wait. I swear I’ll tell you everything after the funeral.’

Toshiaki wasn’t such a cruel person that he’d continue attacking his mother who was begging him like that. In fact, he was concerned by what could possibly cause her this much pain.

‘You promise you’ll tell me after the funeral?’ he asked.

‘I promise,’ she said, and Toshiaki felt she was telling the truth.

‘Fine. But at least tell Kikuo that Dad died.’ He hoped Kikuo might unexpectedly show up on the day.

Takako nodded slightly but didn’t say anything.

Toshiaki’s hopes went unfulfilled. It was a well-attended funeral with his father’s friends, family and work connections, but the eldest Saji son made no appearance. Even when Takako began the ceremonies as the chief mourner, she didn’t mention Kikuo’s absence.

The night after the funeral, when Toshiaki and Takako were alone, the first thing Takako said was, ‘It’s all my fault,’ and then she began to tell of what had happened to Kikuo.

She had filled his head with hopes and dreams and sent him down the path towards being a musician, but Kikuo encountered something that would break his spirits. His self-confidence evaporated when he saw the talent and skill of his fellow students. He’d been hailed a child prodigy, but that was only in their small region. He learned people like him were a dime a dozen in the vast music world.

When he began thinking he’d chosen the wrong path for himself, he couldn’t bear being in that environment. Simply being a university student was torture, so he decided to drop out. But the only thing he’d ever done was music. What else could he possibly do?

While he was struggling with this question, he encountered the acting company. There were all sorts of people in the company, and not all of them took the lead roles. In fact, most of them were people you would expect to only ever play supporting roles. And yet, everyone seemed happy with that. There was a place for everyone in the acting world, no matter who they were.

Kikuo encountered another obstacle there, however. There was a ranking among even those supporting actors, and Kikuo was made painfully aware of his lack of ability.

Struggling, knowing he had to make a change, Kikuo tried out all sorts of things. Being a living statue was one of them.

Takako continued to watch over her son during this time. She had been shocked when she’d learned he’d given up on music, but what caused her heart to ache more was the knowledge that she’d been the one to twist his life up so much. If she had seen piano and music as a hobby, perhaps he could have had a fuller and happier childhood. With that in mind, she swore she would support him in anything and everything he wished to do, so long as it didn’t cause trouble for others.

‘But I made a mistake,’ she said, pausing her story for a moment as she sighed and looked into the distance.

When Toshiaki asked what she meant by that, she shook her head in frustration as if to say she couldn’t explain it with words. It would be better if Toshiaki went to see him.

‘See Kikuo?’ Toshiaki asked, taken aback.

‘I think you’ll be surprised,’ Takako said with a weak smile.

A few days later, Toshiaki found himself in a hospital Takako had brought him to. It was no normal hospital, either. All the patients suffered from mental illnesses.

Toshiaki was reunited with his brother for the first time in a long time in a dim visiting room. Kikuo was a completely different person from when Toshiaki had seen him in Yoyogi Park. He was as thin as a twig, his ashen face lined with creases. He looked like an elderly man, and his eyes were dead, no life in his expression.

Kikuo’s doctor had told Toshiaki before they went in that Kikuo had severe alcohol dependence. His liver function had declined, as you might expect, but the worst was the cognitive issues. Lately, he didn’t even know who he was.

‘Kikuo, it’s me, Toshiaki. Do you know who I am?’ was the first thing Toshiaki tried saying.

Kikuo’s face was like a mask, utterly unmoving, as he said, ‘I haven’t drunk anything.’ It wasn’t an answer to Toshiaki’s question.

‘How do you feel?’ he tried asking instead.

Kikuo didn’t answer, but his brow furrowed ever so slightly.

‘Dad died. We had the funeral a few days ago. Why didn’t you come?’

Kikuo didn’t say anything. He glanced towards Takako. Maybe he recognised her at least. Then he suddenly turned towards Toshiaki and said, ‘I’m sorry,’ his face contorted in pain.

‘You do understand me,’ said Toshiaki, taken aback.

‘I’m sorry,’ Kikuo repeated. ‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.’ His voice grew steadily louder. ‘I’m sorry, I won’t drink any more.’

Toshiaki looked at Takako. Her eyes were filled with sorrow. ‘He gets like this when he thinks someone is telling him off,’ she said. ‘They say he has reduced cognitive function. Though . . .’ She looked at him before continuing. ‘This is a particularly bad day. Sometimes you can have a real conversation with him.’

‘Is it because I’m here?’

‘I don’t know. Maybe.’

Toshiaki couldn’t keep trying to confront his brother if this was his condition. ‘Let’s go,’ he said and he left.

Kikuo had begun drowning himself in alcohol shortly after he turned thirty. Nothing he tried went well. He drank every day to take his mind off things, drinking more and more each day. He barely ate. He barely did anything from morning to night other than drink.

Takako had, of course, noticed the change in her son. He always reeked of alcohol when they met and often had a can of beer in hand, but she never imagined how bad it truly was. She only learned the severity of his condition when she was contacted by the hospital he was taken to when he passed out drunk in the street.

‘Is he going to be like that for ever? Can they cure him?’ Toshiaki asked.

Takako shrugged slightly and said, ‘The doctor said that despite how bad it is, he’s slowly getting better. It will take time, but there’s a chance he could get back to something close to what he was like before. Though he won’t ever completely recover. Alcohol dependence can’t be cured, and a single drink can undo everything. Someone will have to keep a close eye on him even when he’s out of hospital.’

‘It sounds like a mess.’

‘Don’t worry. This won’t cause you any trouble. I take responsibility for this. I’ll manage it somehow. I’ll watch over him, get him back on his feet and make sure he doesn’t drink again.’

In that statement, Toshiaki could feel his mother’s deep love and care for her son, no matter what became of him, and her regret for having forced her own dream on to him. All Toshiaki could say to that was that she should do what she thought was best.

Years passed. Kikuo was moved into a care home called Lime Gardens. It was apparently a sort of facility that would care for patients for the rest of their lives if a significant lump sum was paid up front. It was quite expensive, but Toshiaki wasn’t opposed to Takako paying it. Kikuo was the eldest son of the Saji family. He had a right to inherit the family’s wealth.

Takako told Toshiaki that Kikuo’s mental state had become significantly more stable. He was living each day, passing the time with things like reading. His physical health on the other hand was far from good. He alternated between being up and about and bedridden, and had become nearly deaf. They communicated through writing.

‘It’d be nice if you went to see him,’ Takako said to Toshiaki, but he wasn’t enthusiastic about the suggestion. He did want to see his brother but he also felt it would be best not to. Seeing him might cause Kikuo another bout of confusion. If things were going well right now, wouldn’t it be best to let him be instead?

‘I will, sometime soon,’ Toshiaki replied.

That day never came. Kikuo passed away from cirrhosis of the liver.

They held a modest funeral in a funeral home near the care home, attended by only Toshiaki and Takako. Workers from the care home stopped in to light incense for him, but no one else did. It seemed Kikuo had grown apart from the members of his acting company after becoming dependent on alcohol.

‘He was my best patient,’ one of the nurses told Toshiaki. ‘He always had with him a few cards that said things like, “Thank you for everything,” and, “You’re doing a great job.” Whenever he saw one of us, he’d show us one of the cards.’

Even though he could no longer hear well, he was trying to communicate with those around him. Toshiaki was surprised Kikuo had recovered that much.

According to the nurse, Kikuo had once left the facility. She didn’t know where he went, but he’d received permission for a single night away. He came back the next morning seemingly exactly the same as the day before. Toshiaki had asked Takako where he’d gone, but she didn’t know.

Kikuo had also had a friend in the care home, a man named Haruo Sakisaka. He was older than Kikuo and had been a business executive and a fairly influential member of society, but he developed an illness that left him immobile and had moved into Lime Gardens to be cared for. Toshiaki wished he could have asked Haruo about Kikuo, but he’d unfortunately passed away a year earlier.

Toshiaki looked at Kikuo in his casket. He looked much younger than he had when he’d seen him in the hospital. His expression was gentle, content. Toshiaki felt no sorrow. This meant his mother was freed of a burden.

But perhaps Toshiaki didn’t truly understand his mother’s love for her son. Not long after the funeral, Takako began doing and saying odd things. She often wandered outside the house, only for Toshiaki to receive a call from the police when they found her. If he asked her what happened, she insisted she’d been taken away by strangers.

It was clearly dementia. With Kikuo’s death, she’d lost the duty to care for him. Perhaps that loss broke something inside her that had been supporting her.

And so, the Saji family became carers. It put a burden on his wife and daughter, but Toshiaki was adamant that the family would take on caring for her, considering all Takako had done. Besides, their family wasn’t special. Families everywhere dealt with these same struggles.

That struggle came to an end earlier that year in spring, when they put Takako in a care home. Toshiaki imagined there were people who spoke ill of him doing that to his own mother rather than taking care of her himself, but he knew he’d done everything he could for her and he intended to deal with any issues that arose from here on out as well.

But what he didn’t want was to put more on his family’s shoulders, particularly his wife’s.

The long story was quickly coming to an end. With Takako being cared for, Toshiaki believed nothing would prevent him from focusing on only his wife and daughter.
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‘But that wasn’t the end. Instead of an ending, I had the start of a new story,’ Toshiaki said as he fiddled with his now empty tea bowl.

Reito took the bowl, boiled a new pot of water, and returned it filled.

‘When you say a new story, you mean one about communion?’ he asked.

‘Yes.’ Toshiaki took a sip of the tea. ‘When I was tidying Mum’s room after she left, I found a letter. It was in a book and was addressed “To Mum”. Kikuo’s name was on the back. The annoying thing was that it hadn’t been opened. That put me in a difficult position. I had no idea when she received the letter, but she must have forgotten about it. Either that, or he gave her the book with the letter inside and didn’t tell her about it. Regardless, she hadn’t read it. I wasn’t certain if it was okay for me to open it without her permission, but Mum wasn’t in any condition for me to be asking how she felt about it. I felt guilty, but I decided to open it anyway. There was a single piece of paper inside, with barely any writing on it. All it said was, “I’ve left something in the camphor tree in Tsukisato Shrine. Please retrieve it.” That’s it.’

‘I’ve left something in the camphor tree? That’s what it said?’ Reito asked.

‘Yeah. I had no idea what that meant. I looked online and found there was a massive tree with a hollow in the trunk, and that there was a legend that if you made a wish while inside, it would come true someday. But none of it seemed to fit. Was Kikuo saying to go to this Tsukisato Shrine and make a wish in the tree? Why would he bother doing something like that? There are legends like that everywhere, and I couldn’t believe Kikuo believed in them. And this “I’ve left something” part. That doesn’t sound like it has anything to do with making a wish. After mulling it over, I came to the conclusion that his mind wasn’t right. He was plagued by hallucinations or something and did something that makes absolutely no sense.’

Toshiaki took another sip of tea and sighed. Then he looked between Yūmi and Reito and asked, ‘Do you think there was something wrong with my logic? That it was strange of me to come to that conclusion?’

Reito and Yūmi exchanged a look, then Yūmi turned to her father and said with a shake of her head, ‘I don’t think it’s weird. Based on what you’ve told us so far, I would’ve thought the same thing.’

‘That makes me feel better. I wouldn’t want you thinking I was some heartless monster.’

‘But that’s not where things ended,’ Reito said.

Toshiaki shook his head slightly. ‘No matter how much I tried to approach it logically, I couldn’t help wondering. It was there, in the corner of my mind, no matter what I was doing. “Tsukisato Shrine”. “Camphor tree”. “I’ve left something”. Even if Kikuo’s mind wasn’t well, why, out of all places, would he decide to come to this shrine he’d never had any connection to before? That’s why I decided I had to do it.’

Reito started to say, ‘Do what?’ but Toshiaki continued before he could.

‘I had to go see it for myself, this holy camphor tree said to grant wishes.’

Toshiaki went to Tsukisato Shrine in May, after Golden Week, when everyone was done travelling over the holidays.

He was overwhelmed when he saw the camphor tree. It almost felt like some sort of energy was coming from it when he stood beside it. He’d seen people on the internet going on about how this was a real power spot. Maybe everyone felt this way when they came.

There was an elderly man in samue who appeared to be the grounds keeper. Toshiaki decided to try asking him for advice because he didn’t know what to do about this letter his brother had left.

He was prepared for the grounds keeper to simply look at him with confusion, but he didn’t. His expression turned serious, and he said, ‘That is problematic. If your brother did commune here, then someone will have to make sure to receive it.’

‘Receive what?’

‘His will.’

‘His will?’

The old man told him he should speak with Ms Yanagisawa as soon as possible. She was the owner of this land and the keeper of the camphor tree.

Shortly after, Toshiaki tried calling the number the man had given him and found himself speaking to a woman named Chifune Yanagisawa. He told her about the situation, and she said she would explain everything if he came to her house.

He went straight after the call. It was a solemn, Japanese-style home.

Chifune quickly read the letter Kikuo had left and nodded as if she understood everything.

‘I checked the records after you called,’ she said. ‘A man named Kikuo Saji did come five years ago. I remember meeting him. He was introduced to me by Haruo Sakisaka, and so I approved his communion with the camphor tree.’

Toshiaki recognised the name Sakisaka. He was the friend Kikuo had had at the care home.

‘Communion?’ he asked. ‘But the letter says he “left something”.’

‘What your brother left was his will, his thoughts,’ she said softly.

Toshiaki remembered the old grounds keeper had said ‘will’ as well. He hadn’t meant some document, he’d meant wish, intent.

‘There’s a limit to what words can accomplish,’ Chifune said. ‘It’s not possible to express every emotion you have in your heart with words alone. That’s why we leave them with the camphor tree. Specifically, on the night of the new moon, one enters the camphor tree and thinks about what they wish to express. We call that person the “imparter”. The imparter leaves all their thoughts and feelings with the camphor tree. Then, as the full moon approaches, the tree emits them. If one enters the camphor tree at that time, they can receive the will that has been left. However, only blood relatives can do that. Based on this letter, it appears your brother wished for your mother to retrieve his will.’ She returned the letter to Toshiaki.

It was an odd story. If the situation was any different, Toshiaki would have paid it no mind, assuming it was just a somewhat abnormal legend, but the older woman’s words held a powerful persuasiveness.

‘How do you retrieve this will?’ he asked.

‘It’s not difficult. When it’s around the full moon, you enter the tree and think about the person. I can’t express in words exactly how it’s received. All I can do is ask you to try it for yourself. The person who retrieves the will is called the “impartee”.’

‘But my mother has dementia . . .’

‘That does complicate things. I checked the records and didn’t find a female impartee with the surname Saji. Unfortunately, it appears your brother’s wish has gone unfulfilled.’

Toshiaki unfolded the letter and stared at the words. I’ve left something in the camphor tree in Tsukisato Shrine. Please retrieve it.

Kikuo must have thought that was enough to tell them what he wanted. Toshiaki had figured it out, after all, but their mother never received the message. The dementia had taken that opportunity from her. Time had passed, no one knowing about the letter, Takako herself having likely forgotten it.

‘Did my brother tell you what thoughts or feelings he left in the tree?’ Toshiaki asked, but Chifune gave a slight shake of her head.

‘We never involve ourselves with what the imparter or impartee experience during communion. It’s not something you can express in words anyway.’

He had no choice but to accept that explanation. That meant the thoughts and feelings Kikuo wanted to express to Takako would never be received, they would never be known.

When he asked Chifune if that was how this was going to end, she told him that might not necessarily be the case.

‘A will imparted into the camphor tree doesn’t fade after a mere five or six years,’ she said. ‘I’ve seen grandchildren come and have no issues retrieving the will of their grandparents who died decades earlier.’

‘You said that only blood relatives can retrieve it. Does that mean that any blood relative could retrieve it?’

‘They could. Sometimes the imparter puts restrictions on who can retrieve their will, but otherwise, we try not to interfere too much in who comes to retrieve one. It appears your brother hasn’t put any restrictions in place.’

‘Which means,’ Toshiaki said, wetting his lips, ‘it would be all right for me to?’

‘If you so wish,’ she said without hesitation. ‘Do you?’

‘Absolutely. Please.’

‘Very well.’ She opened a binder that was beside her. ‘As I said earlier, the closer to the full moon it is, the more powerful the will is when emitted from the camphor tree, and, luckily, the full moon is currently unreserved this month. Does that day work for you?’

He didn’t have anything planned for that night. ‘Yes, please book me in for then,’ he said, bowing his head.

‘Right. Then can I ask you to send me a copy of your family register? I know it’s intrusive to ask for that, but I need to be absolutely certain you are a blood relative.’

‘Of course. I’ll send it soon,’ Toshiaki said, thinking the rules seemed rather stringent.

There was more than a week until the night of the full moon, and Toshiaki’s thoughts raced the whole time. His first thought was to question whether something like this was even possible. He’d completely taken in everything Chifune had said when he’d been talking to her, almost like he’d been hypnotised, but once he was alone and able to think it through rationally, it all started sounding unreal, supernatural.

He didn’t doubt Chifune herself, of course. It was obvious she believed what she was saying. Proof of that was when he asked how much it cost, and she told him to pay whatever he felt was fair.

‘We call it a candle fee,’ she’d explained. ‘It’s really just a donation, and there is no set amount. Very rarely, there are people who feel nothing when they commune, and I of course wouldn’t want to accept money from them.’

But that left Toshiaki uncertain because he didn’t even have a ballpark of how much people generally left. He said as much, and Chifune smiled and told him most people left around 10,000 yen. That surprised him. It was less than he’d expected. Considering they had to maintain the shrine and camphor tree, that likely left them in the red. That meant Chifune’s true motive for doing this wasn’t to make money.

In the end, he decided it was the person’s belief in the effect that made it seem to work. Someone who desperately wanted to feel what their deceased loved one had been feeling might subconsciously trick themselves into fabricating the experience, convincing themselves they’d received this will from the camphor tree.

If that were the case, then he would feel nothing. He knew nothing about Kikuo. He had no idea how strong his emotional ties were to their mother and couldn’t fathom what he would possibly want to express to her.

But that would be fine in its own way as well. It would bring an end to all this. He wouldn’t have to think about it any more.

The day approached, with Toshiaki in an odd mental state, both excited and scared of what might happen, but he didn’t talk about it with his wife or Yūmi. He’d decided this issue needed to remain inside him, where he would resolve it.

It was finally the day. He made some excuse to his family and left the house for Tsukisato Shrine. He stopped by the shrine office and found Chifune waiting for him in those same samue. She gave him a paper bag, and he looked inside to find a candle and matches.

‘This is a special candle I made,’ Chifune said. ‘You won’t find this sort of candle anywhere else. I’ve placed a candle holder in the camphor tree. Place the candle there and light it. Inhale its unique aroma and think of your brother.’

‘That’s all there is to it?’

‘That’s all.’ She nodded, this elderly woman in a set of samue, her expression filled with certainty. ‘The candle will burn out after about an hour, but please make sure all embers are completely extinguished before you leave.’

Toshiaki nodded and looked towards the hedges, past which the camphor tree stood. He suddenly found himself taking in deep breaths.

‘I imagine it’s pointless to tell you not to be nervous, but try to do what you can to calm yourself. You just need to submerge yourself in memories of your brother.’

‘Okay. I’ll be back in a bit.’

‘I’ll see you then. And it is my utmost hope that your will reaches the camphor tree.’

Toshiaki walked to the hedge, Chifune watching over as he did. His mouth was bone dry. He regretted not bringing a bottle of water at the very least.

He continued on, his path lit by his torch. It was so quiet it sent a shiver up his spine. The only sound was his feet crunching the weeds below foot.

He began to smell that peculiar scent of the camphor tree, like mothballs. He came out of the hedge, and a massive shadow loomed ahead, the tree’s majesty washing over him in heavy waves, so awe inspiring he hesitated to illuminate it with the measly light of his pocket torch.

He stopped and gulped down several long breaths.

Then he shone the light on the ground and began walking again, circling around the trunk to the left until he came upon the large hollow. It was easy enough to go in. He barely even needed to duck his head.

There was a shelf on the wall of the hollow with a candle holder. He set the candle up and lit it with a match, then switched off his torch.

A powerful aroma quickly spread from the candle. It smelled like the smoke used to cure meats, and it melded with the camphor tree’s own scent to create a peculiar, unearthly air. As the scent enveloped his body, Toshiaki felt himself being led to another world.

What now? Chifune had told him he just needed to submerge himself in memories of his brother, but he didn’t have many of Kikuo to begin with. They’d barely met as adults.

The Kikuo he’d seen in the hospital had been a broken man. He couldn’t even communicate properly. It was as if he’d rejected himself.

Toshiaki thought back to when he’d met Kikuo in Yoyogi Park, though could you really say he’d met his brother then? He’d become a statue, and Toshiaki hadn’t the faintest clue, even now, what Kikuo had been thinking then.

The only true memories he had of him were long ago, when Toshiaki was still in middle school.

A voice from the past echoed in Toshiaki’s head.

‘To be honest, I don’t know any more if I’m doing it because I want to do it or because I have to do it. I do like music and I do like playing piano, but I have a feeling I’m headed in the wrong direction.’

It was when Toshiaki had been in his room studying for secondary school entrance exams.

‘Mum would be upset if she heard you say that. She’s dedicated her life to your talent.’

‘I know. I know that, but . . .’ Kikuo had said in response before trailing off.

That was the first and last time his brother had told him how he truly felt. How Kikuo Saji felt throughout the rest of his life remained a mystery to Toshiaki.

As Toshiaki was thinking how he really wasn’t going to feel anything, the tension slipped from his shoulders. The scent of the candle seemed to grow stronger, and it felt like something slid into Toshiaki’s mind.

He closed his eyes, his heart suddenly racing as the image of some faint white object formed in the back of his mind. Its shape grew clearer. Was it a belt? No, it was . . .

Keys. Piano keys. Hands moved across them, not adult hands. The fingers were slender and long but clearly belonged to a child.

They were Kikuo’s hands, the hands he had as a child. The hands were playing the piano.

Toshiaki was struck by an odd feeling. He felt how Kikuo felt as he played the piano. They weren’t Toshiaki’s feelings. They were very obviously Kikuo’s.

He felt a longing for the past, his thoughts rushing back to a time where he could simply enjoy playing, simply be happy by entrusting his body to the music he created. He wished to return to that time.

But there was anger behind that feeling. An intense regret for having chosen the wrong path, an error that made him abandon music so easily.

It wasn’t simple regret, however. There was contrition, the desire to apologise.

The person he wished to apologise to was none other than his mother. There was a time when he resented her for turning playing piano, something that had been a simple love of his, into a painful world of intense discipline. Part of the reason he’d decided to become a composer and not a pianist was to rebel against what his mother had wanted.

The fact that she continued to support him even despite that made her love for him a heavy and aggravating burden. When he was made painfully aware of his lack of skill after starting his music studies at university, his mother’s expectations only became harder to bear.

He felt no guilt when he dropped out without telling her. In fact, seeing the disappointment in Takako’s eyes when she learned was like a breath of fresh air.

After fleeing music, he experimented, searching for the thing he could do, the place he belonged.

He didn’t find it. This stoked his anger towards his mother. It was her fault. He pushed the blame on to her. It was because she’d had him do nothing but music as a child that he could do nothing else now.

Despite that, he still clung to her when things grew painful, supported by her not only financially but emotionally as well.

He’d been an idiot. Such a fucking idiot.

After a series of stupid decisions, he found he’d destroyed himself with alcohol. Not only could he barely think properly, he couldn’t hear.

What surprised him then was that his mother still didn’t abandon him despite what he’d become. She believed he would recover, and dedicated her entire life to his care.

As his mental state steadily became more stable, he felt he could finally see what was true. And he finally knew, at long last, that he’d never needed to search for the place he belonged.

He wished he could have simply been her son. It wasn’t that he absolutely had to succeed at music. He could have enjoyed his life. That was what his mother had truly wanted for him.

He wanted to go back to the time when he’d had none of those horrible thoughts, when he wanted nothing more than beautiful sounds, go back to his childhood and play piano for his mother. That was the one way he could repay her.

But it was too late for that now. He couldn’t.

Toshiaki felt like he was in a dream. He was in a vortex of complicated emotions that appeared and disappeared. The most powerful feelings were Kikuo’s remorse for what he did to his mother and gratitude for what she did for him.

Toshiaki gasped. He realised he could hear piano music. He’d been watching the child’s hands moving over the keys but hadn’t heard a sound at first. The notes entered his mind, but he’d never heard this music before, not even once.

This melody . . .

He was amazed. He actually knew what the music meant. It was a gift from Kikuo to his mother.

Even though Kikuo couldn’t hear, he began to seek a path back to music. He couldn’t perform, of course, but he could create melodies in his head. He revived the sound of piano in his mind, put the sounds together, and created this piece, all for her, the mother who had given herself to holding him up all this time.

Kikuo had left that letter because he wanted her to hear this. What he left to the camphor tree wasn’t just his feelings of regret and apology. The thing he most wanted to express to her was this music.

Toshiaki came back to himself. He couldn’t hear or feel anything. Did that mean his time for communion was over?

He slowly opened his eyes. The candle on the ledge had grown much shorter. He switched on his torch and blew out the flame.

He was in a slight daze, like he’d woken from a long dream, but this was definitely no dream. He was certain he had received the will his brother had left with the tree.

He returned to the shrine grounds and approached Chifune who was sitting in front of the shrine office.

‘It seems the will you received was rather nice,’ she said looking up at him.

‘You can tell?’

‘I’ve been the keeper of the camphor tree for a long time.’

He let out a long, slow breath. ‘I need to apologise to you. To be honest, I didn’t entirely believe. At all, actually. I thought it was some superstition everyone had tricked themselves into believing. I didn’t take you seriously.’

She didn’t look displeased by this at all. In fact, she smiled in amusement and said, ‘Everyone’s like that in the beginning. That’s why I don’t insist people believe me. I only want those who believe to visit, after all.’

‘After the experience I just had, it would be harder to convince me not to believe.’

He took an envelope out of the inside pocket of his jacket. It contained a 10,000-yen bill, but he hesitated to give it to her.

‘What’s wrong?’ she asked.

‘It’s just,’ he said with a grimace, ‘like I said, I didn’t actually believe I could receive Kikuo’s will. Because of that, I didn’t really want to give a donation, and so I only put in the bare minimum. But after experiencing what I did, I don’t think that’s an appropriate amount at all. I keep trying to figure out how much would be enough, but I just don’t know.’

She chuckled. ‘It’s not unusual for people to feel rather excited in the beginning. But, after coming several times, they usually come to realise it’s nothing more than a sort of memorial service for their loved one. Please don’t let the amount bother you.’

‘Are you sure? I’ll just tell you, I only put in the amount you mentioned when we met.’

‘That’s perfectly fine. Could I ask you to please leave it in front of the candle holder next time, though?’

‘Of course,’ he said as he handed her the envelope. ‘You said people come several times. That means receiving a given will isn’t limited to one time?’

‘It’s not. A will left in the camphor tree remains there for essentially an eternity. You can receive it any time, as long as it’s near the full moon. You can only do it once a night, however.’

‘Which means I could come again tomorrow?’

‘You could.’

‘May I, then? I’ll pay another fee, of course.’

At that, Chifune gave a slightly wily smile and said, ‘I had a feeling you might say that, so I left tomorrow night open. Shall I note you down?’

‘Yes, please.’ He bowed.

‘Very well. The will might be slightly weaker tomorrow, since tonight was the full moon, but it should still be strong enough for you to receive. I’ll make the preparations for your communion.’

‘Thank you.’

He kept on thanking her as he left Tsukisato Shrine.

The next evening, he entered the tree again. He knew what it would feel like, since this was his second time, so he only had to focus a little for his mind to be able to pick up Kikuo’s will.

He faced his brother’s feelings of pain and gratitude towards his mother once more but also felt something he hadn’t been able to pick up the night before: the feelings Kikuo had towards his father and younger brother. The emotions were complicated. There was guilt mixed with a desire to push them away. When Toshiaki examined the latter feeling, he realised it was a sort of jealousy, particularly strong when it came to him.

Kikuo was envious of Toshiaki, who had been raised in a normal way. He hadn’t been forced to play piano. His path for the future had been decided, to take over the family business, so he didn’t need to worry about where he should go, while Kikuo was forced into such painful circumstances.

At the same time, Kikuo detested himself for being jealous. It was apparent that Toshiaki was working hard as well. The family business had been foisted on him, but perhaps there was another path he would have liked more. He, the older brother, had monopolised their mother’s love, and surely that too caused Toshiaki sorrow. How horrible a person was he that he could still be jealous of him?

Just like the previous night, Toshiaki found the music flowing into him. Toshiaki felt it was Kikuo’s atonement.

Toshiaki let himself go and focused on the melody.

It was a good piece. Kikuo had been talented, after all. Listening was enough to calm his body and soul.

The will disappeared when the music came to an end, but Toshiaki sat motionless for a time, overwhelmed by emotion.
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The small shrine office was filled with piano music. The melody overflowed with surprising moments, majestic yet soft. The rhythm was not too fast and not too slow, seeming to keep time with your body’s internal clock in a pleasant way that made you want to sit there and give yourself to the music, listening to it for ever.

The music was coming from the wireless speaker in front of Toshiaki. It played an audio file he had saved to his phone.

He did something on his phone and the music stopped.

‘It’s a nice piece,’ Reito said. ‘You heard it when you received your brother’s will?’

‘More accurately, I didn’t hear it, it played in my mind.’ It was a small correction. ‘And if we really want to be accurate, what I heard isn’t this piece. It’s not finished. It’s missing something.’

‘Who’s playing the piano in the recording? You?’ Yūmi asked.

Toshiaki laughed out loud. ‘I can’t do something like that.’

‘Who then?’

‘That woman.’

‘That woman . . . ?’ Realising something, she took out her own phone and pulled up a photo. ‘This woman?’ she asked, showing him the screen. It showed the woman they suspected was his mistress.

‘Yeah, that’s her.’

Yūmi looked at the screen again, then back to her father. ‘What is this all about?’

‘I wanted to make it real somehow.’

‘Make it real?’

Toshiaki jabbed his head with his finger. ‘Ever since I communed, I can’t get Kikuo’s music out of my head. I feel like it’s always ringing out in there. I’d find myself humming it.’

‘Oh, yeah. Now that you mention it . . .’

‘Your mum points it out to me too. “Did something nice happen? You’ve been humming a lot lately.” I just avoid a straight answer.’

‘Why? You could talk to her about it.’

‘Talking about him hurts. It’s hard to explain things, and there aren’t many good memories. And I don’t think she would enjoy hearing about it. Besides, she wouldn’t believe me if I started going on about a camphor tree and communing.’

‘You can’t know that unless you try,’ she said quietly, with a pout.

‘I decided if I was going to tell you two, it was going to be after it was all finished.’

‘What was finished?’

‘I wanted to take this piece, the music that I hear in my head, and put it in a format that I can actually hear with my ears. If I could do that, then I could let you two listen to it as well. But I had absolutely no idea what I should do.’

‘Then what did you do?’ Reito asked.

‘After debating over it for ever, I tried contacting someone I knew from middle school. He’s a music teacher now. I saw him at a school reunion a couple years back and we exchanged business cards, telling each other it’d be nice to meet up some time, but of course we never did.’

His name was Mr Hayama.

‘What did you tell him when you contacted him?’ asked Reito. He couldn’t exactly start off with talk about communing.

‘I said I’ve got a piano melody stuck in my head that I heard a long time ago and I’d like to have it recreated. He said if it was a classical or jazz piece then it was likely he’d heard it, so I could just try humming it for him and he might be able to identify it. He seemed to think I remembered the melody but not what piece it came from. So I told him it was a sort of imagined piece that never reached the public for various reasons. Which just made him ask me then how I did know the piece. It was such a pain in the ass,’ Toshiaki said with a grimace.

‘I can understand how he felt, though. How’d you explain it to him?’ Reito asked.

‘I told him the piece was composed by my brother who’s passed away. That he played it for me several times, so it’s sort of a piece in my memory. I decided I wanted to listen to it again for the first time in a long time and looked through my brother’s things but couldn’t find any CDs or digital files with a recording. And there isn’t sheet music either, so I was at a complete loss on what to do next.’

‘That sounds like a good explanation.’

‘What happened next?’ Yūmi asked.

‘Mr Hayama finally understood how complicated the situation was and he said he thought he knew someone who might be a good fit for the project. Apparently, this person could immediately replay a song, even a somewhat long one, after hearing it once. Not only that, but they had a good ear for music, meaning they could guess at what the original music notation was from a person just singing it.’

‘Huh, there are people who can do that?’ Reito said.

‘I thought, if that’s true, this person would definitely be a good fit. I asked him to put us in touch as soon as possible, and I went to visit her in person. She lives in Kichijōji.’

Reito’s mouth dropped open and he looked at Yūmi’s phone, which she’d set on the table. She put her finger on her phone and said, ‘This woman?’

‘That woman.’

Her name was Minako Okazaki. She mostly worked as a piano teacher and a freelance music writer.

‘I understand why you suspected what you did, Yūmi, but I haven’t done anything with her to be ashamed of. You can even meet her if you like,’ he said looking at Yūmi.

‘I understand now and I’m sorry.’

‘How did you figure out I was visiting her flat anyway?’ he asked. It was the obvious question.

‘I’ll tell you when we get home,’ Yūmi said, looking uncomfortable.

‘I’m getting the impression you’ve been plotting behind my back,’ he said with a grin.

‘What happened after that?’ Reito said, urging the story on. ‘Minako helped you and made the song you just played for us, right?’

‘That’s the short version. But it wasn’t that simple. There were ups and downs. Actually, it’s too early in the game to be using past tense for it.’

‘Do you mind telling us?’

‘About the struggles we had? It’s not that interesting.’

‘I want to hear it too,’ Yūmi said firmly.

‘Okay . . .’ Toshiaki glanced at his watch. ‘If you insist, I might as well use this opportunity to tell you.’

He reached for his tea bowl, perhaps wanting something to wet his throat, but it was empty. Reito quickly reached for the kettle.

After a drink of his freshly made tea, Toshiaki sat up a little straighter and continued his story.

Minako Okazaki was a small woman but had an air of splendour about her. She was apparently in her late forties, but she didn’t look it at all.

‘Mr Hayama told me your story, and I think it’s just wonderful,’ she’d said, her back ramrod straight, her eyes shining. ‘It’s amazing that you still clearly remember the piece your brother wrote.’

‘Well, I’m not sure you can say I remember it clearly.’ Toshiaki scratched his head. ‘It’s a little hazy in parts.’

‘That’s fine. Just start by giving me a little listen.’

‘Uh, right. Okay, here goes.’ He cleared his throat several times, straightening his posture.

He’d actually gone to Tsukisato Shrine the night before for communion. After talking to Mr Hayama, he thought it would be a good idea to memorise a bit more of the piece, so he contacted Chifune. He asked her to prepare a candle for two hours.

His memory of the piece was definitely better thanks to the communion the night before, but it certainly wasn’t perfect. He’d still only heard it three times, after all.

It was embarrassing humming in front of someone, which made him nervous, and Minako and Mr Hayama, who’d come with him, were both music professionals. Still, they weren’t going to get anywhere if he didn’t try.

‘Hm-hmm, hmm.’

He started humming. It was so awkward he felt his entire body turn hot, and even he could tell his pitch was off. He stopped for a moment when he felt his face burning.

‘I’m so sorry, I can’t do it very well. It won’t be possible, will it?’ he said.

‘Don’t worry. Just try humming a little more of the piece,’ Minako said, with a sincere expression. Mr Hayama was smiling, but not in a teasing way.

‘Okay,’ Toshiaki said and started humming again. As he did, he started to feel dismayed because what he was humming wasn’t right. He was losing confidence that this was the right thing to be doing.

After going through what he remembered once, he shook his head and scratched his temple. ‘No, this won’t work, will it? I’ll go home and practise a bit more first.’

But Minako didn’t react to what he said. Instead, she asked, ‘About the mood of the piece, what sort of feel would you say it has?’

‘The mood? I’m not sure what words you’d use to describe that.’

‘Just whatever you feel. Does it have a traditional Japanese feel, or maybe it’s a bit folksy?’ Mr Hayama said. ‘Is it bold and florid or something completely different, sombre maybe?’

‘I guess I would say it’s . . . gentle, maybe.’

‘Gentle, like a ballad?’

‘What’s a ballad?’

‘A piece of music with a slow tempo and a sort of calm feel to it.’

‘Yeah, that sounds right. It’s the sort of thing that makes you want to slow down and listen.’

Minako stood without a word and sat in front of her electric piano against the wall. She opened the lid and slowly started playing.

Toshiaki was shocked. The melody she played was an accurate recreation of what Toshiaki had poorly hummed, but she’d corrected the parts that he’d hummed out of tune and turned it into a piece in its own right.

‘Is it something like that?’ she said as she turned to look at him.

‘That’s amazing. You only heard it once.’

‘What do you think?’ Mr Hayama asked. ‘Is it close to your brother’s piece?’

‘Hm.’ Toshiaki folded his arms. ‘It is close, I guess, but it also seems off somehow.’

‘Let me play it one more time, and you tell me what parts are off and in what way.’ Minako turned back to the piano and played again. Once done, she again asked, ‘What do you think?’

Toshiaki cocked his head, his mouth curved in a frown. ‘It has the right sort of feel, but it is just kind of off. I don’t know how to explain it. I’m sorry, it’s my fault. My humming wasn’t good enough. I think I need to practise a bit and come back.’

‘Will practising really help?’ Mr Hayama said with a doubtful look towards Toshiaki.

‘I’m not sure, but it’s better than doing nothing,’ he said.

‘Do you play any sort of instrument?’ Minako asked, coming back to join the other two.

‘I don’t. As embarrassing as it is to admit, unlike my brother, I’m completely useless at music.’ He waved his hand in front of his face.

‘Then let’s try this: how about you record yourself humming. Play it back for yourself, and if you’re not satisfied with the result, try again. Keep doing that over and over, and once you have something that you think is spot on, let me hear it.’

Her suggestion seemed logical and appropriate. The only question was whether Toshiaki could actually do it.

‘I’m not sure. I’m not very confident about this,’ he said.

‘I’d first like you to just give it a go. I’d like to hear it and evaluate it.’

‘Okay. I’ll give it a shot.’

They arranged to meet again in two weeks, and Toshiaki and Mr Hayama left. Once out of the flat, Toshiaki thanked him.

‘I hope it goes well,’ Mr Hayama said. ‘Let me know if you manage to finish it. I’d like to hear it. I have a feeling it’s a great piece.’

‘You can tell that from my terrible humming?’

‘I can. Even with the unreliable intonation, it expresses something. That’s the sign of a great melody.’

While he wasn’t exactly nice about Toshiaki’s lack of musical ability, he was complimenting Kikuo in a way, and that made Toshiaki happy.

‘I’m glad you think so,’ he said.

The next day, Toshiaki purchased a voice recorder and went straight to recording his humming. Not wanting his wife or Yūmi to hear, he went into the office before any of his workers had come in for the day and recorded it in secret.

But when he actually attempted it, he found it didn’t go very well at all, just as he’d expected. He was humming it exactly as he remembered it, but playing it back showed him something was off. The worst of it was that even he didn’t know exactly what was wrong, meaning there was no way for him to correct it. The only thing he knew for certain was that it was wrong.

Two weeks passed in the blink of an eye. He was still unhappy with his recording but took it with him anyway to Minako’s flat.

She listened to the recording and immediately turned to the piano and began to play. Her fingers moved smoothly as if she already knew the piece. Music flowed out, so refined and complete it was hard to believe it was based on the recorded humming Toshiaki had brought. He could hardly stop himself applauding when she finished.

‘How was that?’ she asked.

‘It was amazing. It drew me in.’

‘Is it closer to your brother’s piece?’

‘Well, um, I guess it did get quite a bit closer,’ he mumbled.

‘But it’s still not quite right, is it? Please, be honest with me.’

‘Uh, yes, I guess. It is still off, just a tiny bit. But it’s my fault, the humming. It’s definitely not your fault. Maybe if I practise a bit more, I can bring you something perfect.’

At that, Minako picked up the voice recorder and played it once more, Toshiaki’s humming coming from the small device. She listened, a thoughtful look crossing her face at several points.

Toshiaki started to feel very uncomfortable and found himself apologising. ‘I’m sorry. It’s so bad.’

She turned to look at him. ‘Is this the entire piece?’

‘What? What do you mean, the entire piece?’

‘Last time, I had a feeling that the structure of the piece seemed unnatural, as if it was starting in the middle. I thought I could make sense of it if you recorded your humming and brought it back, but I still have that same feeling. That’s why I’m starting to wonder if this is the whole piece or if perhaps there’s a part missing.’

Toshiaki was surprised, his tongue tied. Of course an expert could do things he couldn’t.

She was completely right. His humming did start in the middle of the piece. He’d always missed the beginning during his communion.

‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘I started the piece in the middle. I honestly don’t really remember the opening . . .’

‘I thought that might be the case. What would you like to do then? Shall I finish the piece off as it is? I can write an opening myself for it, but it might feel different from the original that way.’

‘No, I’d rather just give it another go myself. I’ll make sure to record it from the beginning before I see you next.’

Minako’s brow furrowed with uncertainty. ‘But you said you don’t really remember it. No matter how hard you try, you can’t force yourself to recall something you don’t remember.’

‘Oh, well, yes, I guess that’s true, but . . .’

She was right to doubt. It didn’t make sense why, if he could remember it through sheer effort, he hadn’t done it long before now.

‘To be honest, things aren’t quite what I said,’ Toshiaki said.

‘What do you mean?’ she asked, her head cocked as she looked at him. ‘What things?’

‘The situation. What I told Mr Hayama wasn’t entirely the truth. Or really, it was barely true at all, but I didn’t think he’d believe me if I told him the truth.’

‘You lied when you said you wanted to recreate your deceased brother’s music?’ Her expression tensed slightly.

‘No, that part is true. Just, it wasn’t true when I said he played it for me long ago and I still remember it. I actually heard it for the first time only recently. Just, not from a tape or a CD or anything like that.’

‘He played it for you recently? But you said he died quite a long time ago. Was that a lie too?’

‘No. He did die a long time ago, and there are no recordings of the piece. I know that makes you ask how I heard it, but there is a way. It’s just so fantastical that it’s difficult to explain . . .’

She looked at him questioningly. ‘That only makes me want to know even more.’

‘Yeah, I guess it does. I would be curious if I was in your position. I suppose I’ll tell you then, but I don’t expect you to believe me at all.’

‘Please do.’

‘Could I ask you to keep it a secret, though? I’m not actually supposed to go around telling people about it.’

‘Again, that just makes me want to know even more. All right. I promise not to tell.’ Her eyes gleamed with curiosity.

‘So, the truth is . . .’ Toshiaki began and he told her about the odd letter his brother had left their mother, how he went to the camphor tree at Tsukisato Shrine because of it, and how the old woman who called herself the keeper of the camphor tree told him something shocking. And then he communed for himself and heard his brother’s music in his mind.

It was such an absurd tale that Toshiaki couldn’t bring himself to lift his head and look at Minako as he spoke. He spoke so heatedly spittle flew. He so desperately wanted her to understand what he was saying.

Once finished, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and hesitantly raised his head.

Her eyes met his, and she blinked several times. ‘That is an odd tale,’ she said calmly.

‘I’m sorry. I knew you’d never believe something like that. You must think I’ve lost my mind, I’m hallucinating or something. I didn’t believe it much, or at all, when I first heard about communion, but when I went in the camphor tree—’

Minako raised a hand to stop him. ‘I said it was an odd tale. I didn’t say I didn’t believe it.’

He leaned forward, his hands on his knees. ‘You believe me?’

‘I don’t think you’re lying. There is a possibility you are having delusions or hearing things, but that’s none of my business. If you’re hearing your brother’s piece in your head, then that’s all I need to know. I want to help you make it real.’

‘I’m so relieved to hear you say that. I’m glad I told you.’

‘I’m glad you told me the truth as well. So, as I understand it, you will be able at some point to recreate the opening with your humming, correct?’

‘Yes. I’ll see what I can do.’

‘Then I’ll wait for that,’ she said, then a thoughtful look passed across her face.

‘What is it?’

‘I had a thought. What if you took the voice recorder with you to this . . . communion, was it?’

‘Take it with me?’ He looked at the voice recorder, which was sat on the table. ‘What would I do with it there?’

‘Once the music starts playing in your head, you hum along with it and record it as it happens to you. That will help smooth out your rhythm and tone and mean you won’t have to rely on memory.’

‘I never thought of that.’

‘Would you give it a try?’

‘I will. Thank you for the good advice.’

He left the flat and immediately contacted Chifune to schedule his next communion. He reserved the night of the full moon and the following night.

‘Back again so soon, I see,’ she said, when she saw him on the night of the full moon. ‘Will you be visiting us every month?’

‘Something has come up, but it’s quite hard to explain.’

She shook her head slightly. ‘No need to explain. It’s not at all rare for visitors to come often. Please, take your time.’ Her voice showed not a single ounce of curiosity.

After going into the camphor tree and lighting the candle, Toshiaki took out his voice recorder and turned it on. He closed his eyes and focused on thoughts of Kikuo. Just like before, his brother’s powerful emotions washed over him. He let them slip away, waiting for the piece to begin.

It finally came, emerging quietly as if from dark depths. It was an overture he’d never noticed before, a graceful, sophisticated melody. He was frustrated at himself for being stupid enough to miss such beautiful sounds.

He snapped to his senses. He couldn’t let himself get swallowed up by the music right now. He needed to record his humming, but it was hard to accurately hum along with a piece he was only just now becoming aware of.

He tried recording his humming the next night as well. It was a little better than the night before, but far from perfect. Even so, he took his voice recorder to Minako the next day.

When she listened to the recording, her eyes gleamed with satisfaction.

‘So that’s how it goes,’ she said. ‘That does fit. It’s what I thought. It’s only truly a piece when we have the opening.’

‘You can tell what it should sound like? I’m really sorry. I know how bad my humming is.’

‘I agree it would be nice to have a clearer picture of the details. But, how about we do this, you record the next section when you’re in the camphor tree. Each time you get a new section, bring it to me. I’ll use that to create sheet music for the piece, which I’ll then play for you. We could meet perhaps . . . once every two weeks?’

He was stunned by her suggestion. ‘That would be ideal,’ he said, ‘but are you sure? You must have your own work. I’d feel bad taking advantage of your kindness . . .’

‘I want to do this. This is an opportunity to take a piece of music written by someone who has passed away, a piece that has no audio recording and no sheet music, and recreate it. I don’t think I’ll ever get another opportunity to do something this magical.’

‘If you feel that strongly about it, I feel a little better asking your help.’

‘Then we’re good to move ahead with the plan?’

‘Yes, of course. Thank you for all your help.’ Toshiaki stood and bowed low.

After that, Toshiaki began to visit Minako’s flat about once a fortnight. At night near the full moon, he would record his humming and deliver the recording to her the next day. Two weeks later, he would return to her flat where she would play the piece for him, and he would give her his feedback and thoughts.

Once it got to the point where they wanted to record it properly, they started meeting in a studio. It was a studio in Shibuya that Minako used regularly.

Every time Toshiaki heard the piece Minako played, it felt closer to completion. Even someone as clueless about music as Toshiaki could tell they were making progress.

‘But it’s still wrong.’ Toshiaki picked up the wireless speaker. ‘It’s a lot closer. I think we’re just one step away, but that one step is huge. A piece of music isn’t just the melody, it’s also the bassline and chords. When I listen closely, I can hear that sort of thing, but I just can’t manage to reproduce it in my humming. I want to figure out exactly what doesn’t line up, which is why I brought this speaker this time, to compare it. It didn’t go well, as I expected. I tried practising humming over and over in the tree, but it’s just no good.’

‘Oh yeah, you were alternating between humming and playing the music,’ Reito said.

Toshiaki nodded then looked at Reito with suspicion. ‘How do you know that? And what was that device Yūmi had?’

‘I’ll tell you later,’ Yūmi said.

‘For the love of God, you’ve always been like this,’ he muttered as he put the speaker back in his paper bag. He then looked at her and said, ‘I’m planning to see Minako tomorrow around noon. Do you want to come with me?’

‘Yes, absolutely,’ she said without hesitation.

Once he had his things sorted, Toshiaki stood and said to Reito, ‘I’m coming tomorrow night as well. See you then.’

‘I’ll be waiting,’ Reito said with a bow of his head.

Father and daughter left the shrine office, then walked side by side out of the shrine grounds. Reito could hear them talking.

‘By the way, how did you get here, Yūmi?’

‘The company truck.’

‘What? You’re not supposed to use that for personal errands.’

‘You were using the company car.’

‘I’m the president.’

‘And I’m the president’s princess.’

‘Princess? Don’t make me laugh.’

The sounds of their pleasant conversation grew more distant and, when Reito could no longer hear them, he returned to the shrine office. He noticed there was a warmth in his heart that hadn’t been there before. Maybe it was because the father and daughter had mended their relationship, or maybe he’d been moved by Toshiaki’s feelings for the brother he had lost.

Regardless, the camphor tree was incredible, and communion was amazing. Even though he’d thought his understanding of communion had grown clearer over time, he’d never imagined it was that powerful. The ability to convey complex emotions that couldn’t be put into words, even music that had been created in a person’s mind, was so far beyond what he’d thought it could do.

It reinforced to him just how important his role was as the keeper of the camphor tree, making him even more grateful towards Chifune, who had given him the opportunity.
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The next evening, Reito was sitting cross-legged on the floor of the main shrine hall polishing the old bell. Chifune approached, and her eyes widened. ‘Good job getting that down.’

‘There was a stepladder behind the shrine office. This bell is filthy and sounds terrible. I was wondering if it’d sound better if I polished it.’

Chifune looked back and forth between the bell and Reito’s face. ‘It seems you’ve grown a little fonder of this shrine.’

‘Not the shrine really. The camphor tree . . . maybe.’

‘That’s a good thing. I knew it was a good idea to bring this today,’ she said patting the tote bag hanging from her shoulder.

‘What you got there?’

‘Have.’

‘What?’

‘It’s not, “What you got there?”, it’s, “What have you got there.” Be more careful. You tend not to speak properly when you’re not paying attention.’

He jerked his head in a nod. ‘Sorry . . .’

‘I’ll tell you what it is once you’ve finished polishing the bell. I’ll be in the shrine office. Join me when you’re done,’ she said, then spun around and walked off.

After he finished polishing it, Reito hung the bell back up, put away the stepladder, and went to the shrine office. Chifune was drinking tea with one hand and had her planner in the other, but she snapped it shut when she saw him and hurriedly put it in her handbag.

‘Did you finish working on the bell?’ she asked.

‘Yeah, I think so.’

‘Good work.’ She took a thick, old-looking notebook from her tote and placed it on the table. ‘This is what I brought you.’

‘Can I look inside?’

‘Of course. That’s why I brought it.’

He picked it up. On the cover were handwritten characters that said, ‘Guidelines for the Keeper of the Camphor Tree’. He opened it to the first page, and it said, ‘A will is an individual’s life. It must remain untouched, by the keeper and by others.’ The next page said, ‘Chapter 1: Handling communion requests,’ followed by a list of points to be careful of.

‘Earlier, by which I mean only about two hours ago, I received a phone call from Mr Saji,’ Chifune said. ‘He had a trivial question, but he told me how his communion went last night. It seems he told you why he comes to commune.’

‘Uh, well, some things happened, and . . .’ Reito started to panic. Did she also know he’d conspired with Yūmi to spy on Toshiaki’s communion?

‘Mr Saji told me circumstances required him to tell you as his daughter had asked you to do something rather extreme. I decided it was best not to delve further into that. What’s more important to me is that you’ve come to understand communion more. What did you think when you heard what Mr Saji had to say?’

‘It’s amazing. Really, really amazing. So amazing. I couldn’t stop thinking how amazing it was.’

Chifune’s brows came together in frustration and her lips curled down. ‘Really? Do you not know any word other than “amazing”?’

‘Sorry,’ Reito said, scratching his head. ‘It’s just that I was so amazed I couldn’t think of any other word. I probably don’t understand exactly what it’s like ’cause I haven’t communed myself, but I get the impression it like, takes you over, overwhelms you, whether you like it or not.’

‘Yes. Whether you like or not.’ She nodded, seeming satisfied with that. ‘You simply take in what pours into your mind. Unlike with a message that uses words, it’s not possible to fabricate or embellish this. The imparter’s true thoughts and feelings are conveyed directly to the impartee, exactly as they are. That’s why most people who use the camphor tree do so to leave something for their family once they’ve passed on, as it accurately conveys complicated and nebulous thoughts, which can’t be expressed fully in a letter. It’s quite common for the heads of the Yanagisawa family and those families who have had a long relationship with us to use the tree’s power to pass on their principles, beliefs, and a sense of duty to their successors.’

‘That reminds me of . . .’ Sōki Oba’s face appeared in the back of his mind.

‘What the head of a family wishes for more than anything is the survival and prosperity of their family. The impartee takes on these feelings and works to make them a reality. In many cases, the successor makes the dreams of their predecessor real. That’s what they mean when they say your wish will come true if you pray to the camphor tree.’

‘Oh, I get it now.’ Reito punched his fist into his other hand.

‘It seems that that one aspect became simplified and took on a life of its own until the tree became viewed as a power spot. That actually created the perfect camouflage for us. No one’s going to believe a story about a mysterious camphor tree that grants wishes.’

‘There would be a real uproar if the world found out what it can really do.’

‘Which is why it’s such a big responsibility for the Yanagisawa family. Earlier, I said people pass on their principles and beliefs, but one’s will is not all pure and innocent. Misgivings, worries, obsessions, regrets. All those things lingering in the imparter’s heart are included. It was fairly common for people to wish others dead, for example, meaning their will was essentially a command to the impartee to mete out the imparter’s revenge.’

He’d talked to someone about something like that, hadn’t he? After thinking it over for a bit, he remembered it was the old man, Iikura, he talked to in the baths.

‘In short,’ Chifune said as she looked at the notebook in Reito’s hand, ‘that is a collection of etiquette rules and guidelines to allow a keeper of the camphor tree to carry out their duty effectively. You could call it a manual of sorts. I wrote down all the knowledge that had been passed down through the generations. Read it when you have some spare time. If you don’t understand anything, feel free to ask me to clarify.’

She hadn’t taught him anything before, but it seemed things were going to be different now.

‘Then, can I ask you something right now?’ Reito said.

‘A question before you’ve even really read the notebook? Fine, I suppose. What is it?’

‘It’s about receiving a will. I know it isn’t guaranteed to work for everyone, right? There are some people who go in the tree and think about the imparter as hard as they can but they still don’t feel anything.’

Chifune nodded slowly. ‘It does happen. It’s not that uncommon, actually. For example, even if the person is a blood relative, it may not work if it’s too distant a relation. Usually, within three degrees of separation is ideal, so up to one’s great-grandparents. Four is possible, but borderline, while with five, the desire may be too weak. There are other situations where the blood relation is close, but the relationship with the imparter isn’t strong, which means the will won’t be conveyed. There are a few other causes, and I’ve had some people say they won’t pay because they weren’t able to receive the will.’

That was exactly what Sōki was dealing with. Reito leaned forward and asked, ‘What do they do then? Is that it? Do some people keep on trying?’

‘Of course, some do, particularly when we’re not certain why it didn’t work. There are some who never give up and come every full moon.’

‘What do they do if it never works?’

‘They decide that. Some give up quickly. Others keep at it for longer.’

‘But there’s got to be, like, a recommended stopping point. Like, if it doesn’t work after five goes, it’s probably not going to. If there is, it’d be better for the person communing if we told them.’

‘That would be unnecessarily meddlesome. The keeper of the camphor tree is not meant to tell those communing what to do,’ she said as if giving a lecture, then her expression turned cold and intense, and she examined Reito’s face. ‘Why do you ask?’

‘Uh, well, I was just thinking, and uh . . .’

‘What is it? Stop bumbling around the subject and say what you want to say.’

‘It’s less that it’s something I want to say, and more that someone asked me about it.’

‘Someone asked you about it? Who? And what exactly?’ she asked with rapid-fire questions.

‘Well . . .’ Having no choice, he told her that Sōki Oba had asked him.

That seemed to bring something to mind for her. ‘Sōki Oba is asking about that? He does have a booking for communion tomorrow night, doesn’t he? I had wondered if that meant it didn’t go well the first time.’

‘I think he’s already given up and wants a reason to call it quits.’

‘Is that so? But, and I know I’m repeating myself, we must not interfere. We simply process any communion request that comes in.’

‘Yeah, I thought so. I do feel bad for him, but there’s nothing we can do.’

‘Struggles around successors are always difficult, particularly when it comes to old families and large organisations. Though I’m going to be sacked soon as it is, so I won’t have anything to do with a situation like that,’ she said like she didn’t care. It wasn’t like her to not care.

‘What do you mean you’re getting sacked?’

‘The issue of my retirement as an advisor will be raised at the next board meeting. They’ll then make a final decision on it at the board meeting or perhaps the shareholders’ meeting next spring, and then I will be officially relieved of my duties.’

‘But why? The Yanagisawa Group still needs you.’

She blinked several times as if taken by surprise. ‘I wasn’t expecting you to say that. How much do you actually know about the Yanagisawa Group?’

‘Not a whole lot, I guess, but, at the hotel in Shibuya . . .’

‘Shibuya? Oh, yes, Yanattsu Hotel Shibuya. What about it?’

‘I read a pamphlet that was in the room. It had a greeting from the CEO and stuff.’

‘Oh, yes. I’m surprised you’d read that.’

‘Well, it said some pretty interesting things.’

‘Hm. Oh, I see.’ After a moment of looking lost in thought, she smiled softly as if letting it go. ‘An organisation needs to bring in the new and let go of the old. Advisors and consultants may no longer suit the times. The shareholders aren’t convinced I’m needed, and so it’s fine that I’m being let go. The only regret I have is Hotel Yanagisawa.’

‘It really is being closed?’

‘I may accept being pushed out, but the one thing I wanted to do was protect that place.’ With her hand against her cheek, Chifune looked off into the distance. Then, as if suddenly remembering something, she picked up a pen and the planner beside her and wrote something down.

Just past ten that night, Reito was in the shrine office when he heard the muffled clang of the bell. Turned out the sound didn’t improve, no matter how much he polished it.

He stepped out of the office and saw Toshiaki with Yūmi by his side.

‘Hello,’ he said. ‘My aunt explained what’s happening. Yūmi’s going to try communing first, right?’

‘Ms Yanagisawa said she didn’t think it would work for her, but we’ve got nothing to lose,’ said Toshiaki.

Reito looked at Yūmi, her shoulders drawn close to her in discomfort. She didn’t look particularly confident.

The three walked to the edge of the shrine grounds and stopped at the entrance to the hedge.

‘Here I go,’ Yūmi said, taking the paper bag and the candle inside, her expression meek. ‘Dad said once you light the candle, the will starts to flow into you within five minutes. I’ll stick it out for ten minutes but come back if it’s still not working by then.’

‘All right. Good luck,’ Reito said.

Toshiaki gave her some encouraging words as well, but his voice was weak, as though his expectations were low.

The question Toshiaki had asked Chifune was whether it was all right for his daughter to commune in his place. He’d told her there were reasons he wanted Yūmi to do it, and Reito knew exactly what he meant when Chifune had told him about this. Yūmi was confident she had a good ear, so if she received her uncle’s will, she might be able to pick up the parts of the piece that Toshiaki wasn’t able to.

‘What do you think? It’s not going to work, is it?’ Toshiaki said, his hands stuffed in his trouser pockets, his body rocking slightly back and forth.

‘I think it might be hard for her to bring up memories of your brother since she doesn’t know anything about him,’ Reito said.

‘I figured I could try telling her stories about him and showing her pictures.’

Reito didn’t know what to say to that, so he made a noncommittal sound of acknowledgement. He didn’t think stories and photos would be enough to trick the camphor tree. Toshiaki had also probably given up hope as well. This was obvious from the fact that he didn’t go to wait in the office despite the cold. He assumed Yūmi was going to be returning soon.

And he wasn’t wrong. Before long, Yūmi appeared from the hedges.

‘I knew it wouldn’t work,’ she said, looking upset. ‘Nothing came to me. I put out the candle.’

‘It is what it is. All right, you take the bench. I’ll go,’ said Toshiaki, and walked off into the hedge. Reito and Yūmi decided to wait in the office.

‘I went to the studio in Shibuya today and met Minako,’ Yūmi said as she warmed her hands around a mug of hot chocolate.

‘What’s she like?’ Reito asked.

‘She’s a nice person. Pretty, kind, talented. I feel bad for suspecting she was my dad’s mistress.’ She seemed to mean it. Her expression was serious.

‘What about the music?’

She groaned. ‘It feels like it’s not that far, but that it’ll be a hard journey to get it to the end. Personally, I thought it was perfectly fine, it’s a good piece, but Dad still says something is off, the sounds are just a little bit different somehow. When I told him to tell us how it was different, he said he didn’t know how to put it into words and that’s why it’s so hard. He got huffy and complained about how he thinks it’s hard to put a piece you hear in your head into words. So I don’t know. What’s with him, anyway?’

‘He wants to make something perfect. Makes him picky I guess.’

‘I was asking him about it, and he has something in mind for it.’

‘What’s that?’

‘If he can perfect the piece, he can have Grandma listen to it. Uncle Kikuo did make it for her, after all. If it’s actually performed on a piano, then even Grandma can hear it.’

‘But she has dementia. Would she even understand it?’

‘That’s fine, according to him. He just wants her to hear it. And he thinks if anything can reach her right now, it’s that piece. I can’t argue with something like that. Kind of just figured, you know, if that’s the case, go ahead and work on it until you’re happy.’

‘Sounds frustrating.’

‘Seriously. Why did he have to go and say something that exasperating? But you know . . .’ She tilted her head to the side a little before continuing. ‘It’s sort of made me see him in a new light.’

That made Reito feel a soft warmth in his chest. He found himself staring at her, saying nothing.

‘What? Could you not look at me like that?’ she said, hiding her face behind a hand.

He pulled his eyes away from her and looked out the window up into the sky. The moon was perfectly round, like one of those ad balloons people hired to announce a celebration. There was not a single cloud concealing it tonight.
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Just like before, Sōki Oba brought Morio Fukuda with him, except that it was Morio who was practically dragging Sōki along, as far as Reito could tell by looking at them. Neither of them seemed happy, but there was still a gravity to Morio’s expression. Sōki, on the other hand, clearly looked uninterested in doing this. His hands were stuffed in the pockets of his black leather jacket and his slouched posture caused him to sway from side to side as he walked.

‘Good evening,’ Reito said with a bow.

‘I hope you don’t mind if we continue from last month,’ Morio said. Last time, Morio’s tone had lost its politeness when he’d been alone with Reito, but it was back. He must feel he had to be polite in front of Sōki.

‘Please take this,’ Reito said, handing a bag with a candle to Sōki.

‘Since I have nothing to lose, I may as well ask,’ Morio said with a pandering smile, ‘I presume I won’t be allowed to accompany him tonight?’

‘I’m sorry, no.’

‘I see.’ Morio’s smile instantly disappeared.

‘Please follow me,’ Reito said before switching on his torch.

Just as he was about to start walking, Sōki said, ‘You don’t have to come with us, Morio. You can wait in the car. I’ll come back when I’m done.’

‘But—’

‘That might be best,’ Reito said. ‘I’m sure Sōki can make his way from here to the car on his own. Seeing as he’s not underage.’

Last time, Morio had told Reito that Sōki was underage. He probably thought saying that would convince Reito to let him go with Sōki into the camphor tree.

Morio looked grumpy at that, though perhaps he felt guilty now that his lie had been exposed, because he said, ‘I suppose I’ll wait in the car then,’ and turned on his heel and quickly walked away.

Sōki snorted a laugh. ‘I told him I was fine coming to the shrine alone, but it didn’t work. The old man insisted he was coming too. He probably thinks I wouldn’t actually come, I’d just go kill time somewhere else.’

‘Maybe he’s desperate too. He’s praying from the bottom of his heart that you manage to receive the will.’

‘Yeah, because he chose to support me as the next in charge and now he can’t back down from that. But that’s not my problem.’

He and Reito walked towards the hedge.

‘By the way, did you look into what I asked you about?’ Sōki asked. ‘About if someone tries communing several times but it doesn’t work, can they just call it quits at some point?’

‘I asked my aunt, but it sounds like we leave it to the person communing. We don’t interfere.’

‘I expected as much. Guess I’ve got no choice.’ He let out a heavy sigh.

As they approached the entrance to the camphor tree, Reito asked, ‘Do you not have a lot of memories of him?’

‘Huh?’ Sōki stopped walking. ‘What do you mean?’

‘I was wondering if maybe you don’t have that many memories about your dad. Apparently, in order to receive a will, you have to have a clear picture in your head of that person. But it might not go well if you don’t have that much material, you could say, to pull up. I thought that might be the reason why it’s not working for you.’

Sōki’s nose wrinkled, and his lips twisted into a frown. With his hands still in his jacket’s pockets, he looked up into the sky, down at the ground, then straight into Reito’s eyes. ‘No. I have plenty of memories of my dad. I probably have a hundred or two hundred photos of the two of us together.’

‘He loved you.’

‘Yeah. As embarrassing as it was being on the receiving end, he was always fussing over me. I mean, I was his only child, and he had to wait until he was in his fifties for me. I remember him pushing that old body of his so he could take part in a tug-of-war game we had at my preschool.’

‘I’m jealous. I never had any of that.’

Sōki looked at him questioningly. ‘Where was your dad?’

‘I didn’t have one. I never met him.’

‘Did he die when you were young?’

‘No. I’m actually the product of an affair. My dad had a family and wouldn’t legally recognise me as his son. My mum died, so I’ll never know who he was or where he is.’

A shadow crossed Sōki’s expression. ‘I guess you’ve got your own things going on.’

‘My mum was still young. She worked in a club, and she dated a lot of men after I was born. They never came to the house, but I did meet a few. I think Mum saw all of them as her next real partner. None of them seemed like bad people, but I never liked any of them for a simple reason: I could tell they didn’t like me. I couldn’t tell you exactly how I could tell, but I could. I think Mum noticed how I felt. She often broke up with the guy not long after that, which meant she wasn’t looking for a man who would be her husband, she was looking for a man who would be my dad. But she never did find him. If you think about it, it makes sense. Those men were falling for a woman, who happened to be my mum. I was, her son was, an inconvenience. Men usually can’t make themselves love some other man’s kid. I actually think it’s incredible when there are families that make it work. Don’t you?’

Sōki’s expression looked like he was readying himself to be attacked. ‘What are you trying to say?’

‘I’m sorry, that got off track. I was just trying to say, I don’t have a dad, and that I’m honestly jealous that you had such a wonderful one.’

‘That’s it?’

‘That’s it. Should there be more?’

‘No, it’s fine if that’s all you were trying to say . . .’

‘Well, time for your communion. It is my utmost hope that your will reaches the camphor tree,’ Reito said with a bow.

Sōki looked like he wanted to say something, but in the end stalked off into the hedge in angry silence.

Reito turned back and started off towards the shrine office but a moment later noticed light falling on him from behind. He turned around and saw Sōki standing in the hedge, his torch pointed towards Reito.

‘Is something wrong?’ Reito called to him. Sōki was slowly walking back from the hedge, so Reito moved towards him and again asked, ‘Is something wrong?’

Hesitantly, Sōki said, ‘Do you want to go with me?’

‘Go with you where?’

‘I’m asking if you want to come in the camphor tree with me.’

‘Why?’

‘Because it’s pointless even trying to commune. I can’t receive my dad’s will, and it’s pretty boring sitting out there on my own doing nothing.’

‘I don’t know if that’s a good idea . . .’

‘You already figured it out, didn’t you? You know why I can’t commune. That’s why you told me all that about your dad. Am I wrong?’

Reito fell silent, not knowing what to say.

‘I feel like telling someone about something, but I won’t force you if you don’t want to come,’ Sōki said.

‘And you want that someone to be me?’

‘There’s not exactly anyone else I can talk to,’ Sōki said with an earnest expression.

Reito looked back into his eyes and nodded. ‘Okay.’

‘Before I talk to you, though, I want to know how you figured out I wasn’t actually my dad’s son.’

Reito scratched his temple. ‘It’ll take a while to explain that.’

‘All right. Let’s do it in there then,’ he said as he walked off.

It was ever so slightly warmer inside the camphor tree. Sōki set the candle on the candle holder and went to light it, but Reito stopped him.

‘You can’t light a candle if there is more than one person in the camphor tree. It has to be one person receiving a will at a time,’ he explained.

‘Yeah, but I can’t anyway.’

‘I know, but it’s the rule. I’m sorry.’

‘Fine, whatever.’ Sōki sat cross-legged on the ground, his torch still on. ‘So? Tell me how you knew.’

Reito sat with his back against the trunk, his arms around his drawn-up knees. ‘Even in the beginning, you never seemed interested in communing. Most people would be excited to have that kind of mystical experience, but you didn’t seem excited at all. It looked like you were already certain it wasn’t going to go well.’

‘I guess. And?’ Sōki urged Reito to continue with a jerk of his chin.

‘There are two requirements for someone to be able to receive a will. One, that they are related to the imparter by blood. Two, that they have plenty of memories of the imparter. I figured you didn’t meet one of those requirements, and so you’d given up before even trying. If the problem was that your relationship with your dad wasn’t that strong, then you would have just explained that to Morio. If that wasn’t the problem, it only leaves one thing: you aren’t related by blood. You are not the son of Tōichirō Oba and his wife.’

One side of Sōki’s mouth curled up in a lopsided smile and he rocked slightly. ‘You’re saying, Tōichirō Oba’s wife, my mother, had an affair. She got pregnant and didn’t know who the father was. Since she couldn’t come out about her affair, she decided to have me. I’m the son of the man she had an affair with, but she insisted to her husband I was his, and that’s how I was raised. Her husband was blind and believed her, and absolutely adored me, the son of another man.’

‘Actually, I kind of doubt you could call it an affair. I think things just ended up this way.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘It might not be nice to say this, but your parents’ marriage was forced to happen because of the pregnancy. They never actually planned to get married. They quickly decided they needed to once they realised she was pregnant. Am I right?’

Sōki looked warily at Reito. ‘What makes you think that?’

‘It makes more sense. Your mum was a housemaid for your family, right? It’s hard to believe the two of them were living under the same roof and not having sex while they tried to decide if they should marry and wait for it to be legal. It seems more realistic to assume, since they were already doing it, that they discovered the pregnancy and that was what made them take the leap. In any normal situation, your dad would’ve taken flak for marrying a woman thirty years younger than him, but no one could say anything if he was doing it because she was pregnant.’

‘Hmph. You’re pretty clever.’

‘What really did happen?’

‘Basically what you said. I was told they rushed to get a marriage legalised after discovering she was pregnant.’

‘I thought so.’

‘But it was another man who got her pregnant. You think my mum fooled my dad?’

‘No. At that point, she didn’t know who the father was. Maybe she started sleeping with your dad right after breaking up with her previous boyfriend. People say a woman knows who the real father of the child they’re pregnant with is, but I think your mum probably wasn’t certain, until you were born at least. She didn’t plan to lie to your dad. It’s just how it ended up.’

Having finished his explanation, Reito sat there thinking there was a chance Sōki would get angry. Depending on how you interpreted what he’d said, it could sound like he was insulting his parents.

Sōki’s expression didn’t change much, however. ‘Can I ask one thing?’ he said.

‘What is it?’

‘You’ve made a nice little story up for yourself there, but if we assume it’s correct, that means you think I already knew.’

‘If I’m right, yes, I believe you knew. If you didn’t, it would mean you didn’t know you weren’t related to your dad by blood and—’

‘I would have tried harder to commune?’

‘Yeah.’ Reito nodded. ‘That’s exactly it.’

‘Then how do you think I know? My mum told me?’

‘I doubt it. But there is one other person who knows the truth: your biological father. He knew his ex gave birth and that it might be his, so he tried to figure out the truth. Maybe he went to her and demanded she tell him. Or maybe she was out somewhere with you, and he came out of nowhere to press her for the truth. It happened to you a few times when you were young, but you didn’t understand it very well as a child. Once you got older, you started to understand what was going on, to the point you started having your own questions about whether or not you were your father’s son.’

After getting all that out quickly, Reito looked at Sōki and asked, ‘So? How’d I do?’

Sōki’s serious expression disappeared as he burst into laughter and applauded. ‘You have got some imagination. You’re actually pretty smart, aren’t you?’

‘Thank you. Am I right?’

‘Nope.’

Reito slumped in disappointment. ‘I’m wrong?’

‘You got some things right, but you were way off on the important bits. It was interesting, though.’

‘What important bits?’

Sōki put his hands on his knees and looked into Reito’s eyes. There was a hidden gleam of determination in his eyes. ‘Do you promise to keep what I’m going to tell you a secret? Even from your aunt.’

Reito had a feeling Sōki was about to drop a bomb. He adjusted his seating into something more proper. ‘I promise,’ he said with a nod.

Sōki cleared his throat once then began, ‘I have to tip my hat to your imagination, but I’ve never met my biological father, and no one who might be him has ever visited my mum. At least not as far as I can remember. Which leaves the question, who told me? It was none other than my father, Tōichirō Oba.’

‘What?’ Reito gasped.

‘Surprising, right? But it’s the truth.’ Sōki grinned before continuing. ‘It was my second year in middle school. My dad called me into his study, saying he had something important to talk to me about. Before he did, he asked me if anyone had ever told me I resemble him. I thought that was a weird question and told him people said I was stubborn like him all the time. And my dad, he laughed, said he believed it. I think that honestly made him happy. But then his face turned serious, and he said he didn’t mean my personality, he meant my face or build. Has anyone told me I resemble him in appearance? I thought for a bit. Now that he mentioned it, I realised I had no memories of anyone saying anything like that. Then he said something that shocked me. He said I might not be related to him. It was insane. I didn’t know what he meant at first. I thought he was taking the piss, but he looked completely serious. There was an intensity about him that was almost scary. He fixed those eyes on me and said he needed to talk to me about this at some point and, now that I was fourteen, I was old enough to understand. Honestly, I was scared. It seemed bad. I wanted to run away.’

‘Did you?’

‘I wanted to, but my feet wouldn’t move.’ Sōki looked into the distance as if he was reliving that moment. ‘He told me about my birth. It was exactly what you guessed. My dad got together with my mum, who was the maid at the time, and she got pregnant. When Dad realised there was a child on the way, he was so happy he felt like leaping into the air. He wanted someone to follow in his footsteps more than anything in the world. He immediately asked my mum to marry him, but she turned him down. Not only did she refuse, but she told him she had to have an abortion.’

Reito’s eyes went wide. ‘She told him herself that the child might be another man’s?’

Sōki nodded. ‘She was seeing someone at the time, but I wouldn’t go so far as to say she was sleeping around or anything that harsh. My dad was persistent in his advances despite knowing she was seeing someone else. And besides, there were some circumstances with my mum and that other man that aren’t easy to talk about anyway. He had a family.’

‘Oh . . .’ Reito grimaced before he could stop himself and closed his eyes. Even in this story there was a lowlife like that.

‘What do you think my dad did when he heard that? Surprisingly, he was even more insistent they should marry.’

‘He was confident the child was his?’

Sōki shook his head. ‘Of course not, but my dad didn’t have any other choice. If there was a chance it was his child, he had to try and stop Mum from having an abortion. And if she was going to have the child, they would need to get married.’

‘But what would he do when the child was born . . .’

‘And he realised it wasn’t his? I guess the thought didn’t even cross my dad’s mind. It was the child of his wife. It didn’t matter if it wasn’t his biological child, he decided he would raise it as his own. He told me, there’s not a single man in any situation who is one hundred per cent certain that the child their wife gives birth to is theirs. They all just believe it, and if they were doing it, so could he.’

‘I guess . . .’

It was true, but Reito wondered if someone could so easily convince themselves. Though, he could also understand why Tōichirō would want to prevent the pregnancy being aborted. He probably saw it as his first and last opportunity for having children.

‘My dad asked Mum to make sure things were over with her and that other man,’ Sōki said. ‘Which makes sense, and there weren’t problems in that area. In fact, I guess Mum had already broken things off with him by the time her relationship with my dad went that far. Mum was still really uncertain about whether having me was the right thing, but she agreed with my dad in the end.’

‘Huh.’

‘Which is how I was born and became the eldest son of the Oba family, and that’s how I was raised. There were basically no problems with it. But I guess my dad was worried that there was a possibility that the fact that I might not be his could cause problems for me in the future. He was concerned that if I only learned about that when it happened, I would be too shaken to make good decisions. It would be better if I knew earlier, which would allow me to mentally prepare myself so I could react appropriately if it did happen, even if it was unlikely. He looked for the right timing to tell me the truth and, well, that’s what happened.’

‘To me, your dad sounds like a really level-headed person.’

‘I think so too. He was calm and fearless. After he told me everything, he said, “There’s a chance someday that some medical proof will tell us something we don’t want to hear as father and son. But even if that day comes, it will never ever change my feelings for you, my son. From here on out, I will continue to treat you as mine. I will teach you everything I can, and I will raise you without a moment’s hesitation.” And that was the end of the conversation. We never talked about it again. Not that we really had the chance, since his health worsened not long after that.’

Sōki let out a long breath and said that was the end of his story.

‘Did you ever confirm his paternity? Like with a DNA test or something?’ Reito asked.

Sōki chuckled wryly. ‘Unfortunately, just being with him was enough for me to tell if we were related or not. You just sort of know, even if you wish you didn’t. I don’t really know how to explain how.’ There was sorrow in his voice. He wished he was related to Tōichirō, but it seemed there had been signs that made him aware of the reality.

‘But he hadn’t given up on the possibility that you were his biological son,’ Reito said. ‘That’s why he restricted receiving his will to you.’

‘That’s what doesn’t make sense to me. If even I knew we weren’t actually father and son, then there’s no way he didn’t. So then, why did he want me to commune? I don’t get it at all. What do you think?’

‘Me?’

‘I want your opinion. What do you think? You’re the keeper of the camphor tree. Share some of your wisdom with me.’ He had a goofy smile plastered on his face, but it was blatantly obvious that was holding back complex and painful feelings.

Reito couldn’t think of an answer. ‘I’m sorry. I can’t help,’ he said with a slight bow.
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Viewed from behind, Minako Okazaki sitting at the piano looked like the manga character Black Jack. Black Jack was an unlicensed genius of a doctor who operated with wild speed, the bold motions of his hands drawn in dynamic strokes. Minako had no less intensity to her.

And yet the piece pouring from the piano was practically the opposite in terms of ferocity. The string of notes was delicate, rich and solemn. Moments of tension gave way to passages when you wished to just melt into the music, all of it with impeccable rhythm and timing. The overall feel of the piece was grand and elegant, yet there were gentle sections that soothed the soul.

Reito snuck a sidelong glance at Yūmi, who was sitting next to him. Her eyes were closed, and her body was swaying ever so slightly in time. Perhaps she was reacting instinctually to the music.

On the other side of Yūmi was Toshiaki, his eyes also closed but, unlike his daughter, he was motionless. He looked like he was deep in thought about something. He likely did have all sorts of thoughts and feelings coming and going through his mind, thoughts of his brother, thoughts of his mother in the care home, thoughts of communing.

Reito turned his eyes back forward. Minako’s performance was reaching its climax.

They’d come to the studio in Shibuya. Yūmi had invited him to come and hear the piece. He had plenty of time right now since it was between the full and new moons and he had no communions booked. Besides, he was curious about the piece and, most importantly, he had no reason to turn down an invitation from Yūmi.

Minako stopped moving, the last notes she’d played reverberating in the air. When they’d completely trailed off into silence, she moved, turning herself to her audience of three.

Yūmi clapped. Reito followed suit.

‘That was amazing,’ Yūmi cried excitedly. ‘It’s better than the last time I heard it. It was stirring.’

‘I agree,’ Reito said. ‘The only thing I’d heard before was a recording of your previous performance, but what you played now seems way more detailed, or solid, or something less half-made feeling.’ He couldn’t find the words to describe how he felt but tried as hard as he could to express his opinion anyway.

‘Thanks to Toshiaki managing to catch the lower notes, I was able to form a clearer picture of what it should be,’ Minako said, looking at Toshiaki. ‘How is it now?’

Toshiaki’s back straightened at that. His expression was a mixture of satisfaction and puzzlement. ‘I think it’s really good too,’ he said. ‘I get sort of drawn in, I lose myself, I feel like I’m dreaming.

‘How does it compare to your brother’s piece? Is it still off in places?’ she asked.

That made him blink rapidly and look at Yūmi and Reito for some reason before looking back at her and saying, ‘To be honest, I’m not entirely sure. I think it’s practically the same, but I can’t answer confidently if you ask me if it’s exactly the same. I think it might still be a bit different.’

‘Do you know what part is different?’

‘I’m not sure. I always have Kikuo’s music playing in my head, but, lately, when I hear you perform, it all gets mixed together . . .’ He looked frustrated as he scratched his head.

‘Dad, are you sure you actually remember Uncle Kikuo’s piece? Maybe your memories are kind of hazy, and you can’t actually compare the two.’

‘Come on, we managed to get it this far because I remember it clearly. We’re just a hair’s breadth away,’ he said with an outraged glare towards his daughter.

‘It’s not like I can know that,’ she said. ‘You say we’re a hair’s breadth away, but for all you know we could be miles away.’

‘One hair. That I’m certain of.’

‘And I’m saying there’s a chance you’re fooling yourself or settling for less than perfect.’

‘Hell no. Absolutely not.’ He scowled.

‘Then tell us what’s off.’

‘I told you, I don’t know, and that’s why we’re stuck.’

‘Calm down you two,’ Minako said, still sitting as she motioned for them to cool their emotions. ‘I don’t think Toshiaki is misremembering. If he were, we wouldn’t have been able to make such a nice piece.’

‘See?’ said Toshiaki.

‘Don’t act like you did all that much. Minako probably just polished up some mess you gave her.’

‘There’s no way. Ah, for fuck’s sake, if I could cut open my head, pull out my brain and let you hear the music, I would,’ Toshiaki said as he rapped his own skull with his knuckles several times.

Yūmi turned away, perhaps tired of the quarrel. Minako’s eyes fell to the floor, an uneasy expression on her face, and an uncomfortable silence hung between them all.

That’s when the idea hit him.

‘Um,’ Reito said, raising his hand. ‘We could try that.’

All eyes turned to him.

‘Try what?’ Toshiaki asked.

‘Having Yūmi listen to the song in your head.’

‘Don’t be stupid. How could we do that? You’re not actually suggesting we cut open my head and pull out my brain, are you?’

‘It is possible, though. You heard a song that used to only exist in your brother’s head, after all.’

‘Oh.’ It was Yūmi who made the sound before Toshiaki even realised what Reito meant, but then his expression made it apparent it’d dawned on him.

‘You mean I commune with the camphor tree?’ he said.

‘Yeah. On the new moon, you leave your will with the tree. On the following full moon, Yūmi receives it. That way, she should be able to hear the song.’

‘That’s a great idea,’ Yūmi said as she jabbed a finger in his direction. ‘Let’s do it, Dad.’

‘Will it work?’ Toshiaki looked wary.

‘We won’t know if we don’t try, and I can’t think of any reason why it wouldn’t work. I think it’s worth trying, at least,’ Reito said. He took out his phone and checked the communion schedule. ‘The day before the next new moon is open. You could probably book it if you talk to my aunt.’

‘Hm.’ Toshiaki crossed his arms. ‘The camphor tree . . .’

‘May I interject?’ Minako said. ‘I don’t fully understand this camphor tree situation, but I do think having Yūmi listen to the music in Toshiaki’s head so that she can tell me what she thinks would be very helpful. I don’t even need the tiny details, just a general impression. What I want at this point is an objective opinion from someone other than Toshiaki.’

That was incredibly convincing coming from the person who was actually writing the sheet music and performing the piece.

Everyone looked at Toshiaki.

‘If you think so, Minako, then I guess we can give it a go,’ he mumbled, but there was still hesitation written on his face.

Unfortunately the sky the night before the new moon was just as dark as the night of the new moon, overcast and completely hiding the stars. The weather hadn’t been great during the day either, and Reito had prayed it wouldn’t rain. It seemed that prayer at least had been answered.

He checked his watch and cocked his head in confusion. It was nearly ten past ten. Any other day and Toshiaki would have already arrived, but Reito hadn’t yet heard the bell ring.

He pulled back the curtain of the window and looked outside, but there were no signs of anyone within the dark shrine grounds. He picked up his phone and tried ringing Toshiaki. He doubted he’d forgotten, but it was a possibility.

He didn’t answer. What was going on?

Not knowing what else to do, he tried phoning Yūmi next. She picked up immediately. Before he could say anything, she asked with a concerned tone, ‘What is it? Did something happen?’ She knew her dad had a reservation for communing tonight.

‘Your dad hasn’t arrived yet,’ Reito said.

‘What?’

‘I doubt he’s forgotten, right?’

‘There’s no way. After dinner, I said, “Tonight’s the night,” and he nodded. Then he left later on, around nine.’

‘Which means he should’ve been here a long time ago. I tried phoning him, but he didn’t pick up.’

‘Weird. I wonder if he was in an accident or something.’

‘Or some emergency came up?’

‘If it had, wouldn’t he have contacted you?’

‘Yeah, maybe. Does your mum know anything?’

‘I doubt it. We’ve kept tonight’s communion a secret from her.’

‘Wait, really? Why?’

‘I don’t know. Dad has talked to her about how he’s trying to recreate the piece his brother wrote, but he told me to keep it a secret from her that he was going to share his will with me.’

‘What’s that about?’

‘He said she wouldn’t believe us about communion.’

‘Yeah, but you have to explain it to her at some point.’

‘That’s what I said, but he said it would be too much of a hassle right now, and that we can still explain things once the piece is done.’

‘Okay . . .’

‘Anyway, right now is not the time to complain about that. What should we do? I’m not sure there’s anything we can do if he’s not answering his phone.’

‘If he was in an accident, you’ll probably get contacted eventually. If you do, let me know? And if I hear anything, I’ll let you know right away.’

‘Okay. Thanks.’

They hung up and Reito stared at his phone in thought. What in the world had happened to Toshiaki?

Reito picked up his torch and left the shrine office. There was a chance Toshiaki could for some reason go to the camphor tree without talking to Reito first. He might as well check it out.

He stopped before he made it to the entrance into the hedge, however. He caught movement out of the corner of his eye and squinted into the darkness of the shrine grounds.

He was surprised to see there was a figure beneath the torii gate, crouched down there.

Reito approached slowly. It was a person. Once he drew even closer, he realised it was Toshiaki. He was sitting on the base of the torii gate.

Toshiaki turned back to look at Reito, having noticed the torchlight or sound of footsteps. ‘Oh, Reito,’ he said, his tone far too casual for the situation.

‘What are you doing out here?’ Reito asked.

Toshiaki let out a low groan. ‘I made it this far, then I just felt unsure. I sat down and my thoughts wandered.’ He took out his phone and checked the time. ‘Oh, it’s late. That’s why you’d be worried. Sorry.’

‘What’s wrong? What do you mean you felt unsure?’

‘Well . . . I started feeling uneasy. Like this might not be right.’

‘What’s not right? And why’d that make you uneasy?’

Toshiaki let out a heavy sigh then looked up at Reito. ‘You haven’t communed, right? In either direction?’

‘No, I haven’t. Why?’

‘Then you probably don’t know how incredible the camphor tree really is. It gives you every tiny little thing that was in the head of the person who left their will. Kikuo might have just wanted to apologise to Mum and have her listen to the piece, but all the other feelings kept pouring into my head too. It’s not just the good things, either. The bad thoughts, I guess you could call them, come along with it.’

‘That’s what I’ve heard. My aunt told me. It’s not just the nice things like your convictions and ideals, it’s also your cruel thoughts and cravings.’

‘Yeah. That’s why I’m scared.’

‘Scared?’

‘I do think it’s a good idea to have Yūmi listen to Kikuo’s piece which is in my head. She’s good with music, unlike me, and I’m sure she’d be able to tell what’s different between that and Minako’s performance. But it means I need to expose everything that’s in my head to her. I just can’t decide if it’s okay to do that.’

Reito was starting to see what Toshiaki was trying to say. ‘You mean, there’s something you want to keep from her?’

‘Of course. It’s normal, don’t you think? Nobody has lived a perfectly clean life. Even if what they did wasn’t a crime, it might not be moral, and they’ll have hurt others at least a bit. I’m the same as anyone else in that way. Maybe even worse. When I started thinking about my daughter knowing all of that, I got scared.’

This made Reito re-evaluate what communion really was. Toshiaki was right. It was only natural to be scared. If Reito had to show every single thing that ever went on in his head to others, he’d want to run away too.

‘Most imparters don’t talk to their children about the camphor tree while they’re alive. Instead, they leave it in a letter for them to read after they die,’ said Reito. ‘I wonder if they do that because they feel the same way you do right now.’

‘I’d like to do it that way. I don’t care what gets out about me after I’m dead. I’ll be long gone, and no one will be able to complain to me about it. I have this friend, when his dad died and they were cleaning out his house, they found stacks of adult magazines and erotic novels shoved in the back of the loft. As a dad, he probably wanted to get rid of them before he died, but the sheer number made that difficult. He decided to at least keep them hidden while he was alive. It’s kind of like that.’

‘Then what do you want to do tonight? As the keeper of the camphor tree, I have no authority to make you commune. If you want to call it off, I have to do what you want.’

Toshiaki used his bent knee as a base for his elbow and leaned his face on his fist. ‘Can I think about it a bit longer?’

‘Yes. But the camphor tree steadily loses strength after midnight. Try to remember that.’

‘Yeah, sure.’

‘And do you mind if I tell Yūmi what’s going on? I called her earlier. She’s probably worried about you.’

‘You want to tell her about this?’ Toshiaki said with a groan and a reluctant expression. ‘I don’t know . . .’

‘If I don’t tell her, she’s going to demand an explanation from you.’

‘You’re right.’ He sighed. ‘Guess I’ve got no choice. Yeah, tell her.’

‘I’ll give her a ring. You can come in the shrine office if you want. It’s cold out here.’

‘No. Here is good. I like the dark.’

‘All right.’

Reito left him and phoned Yūmi while he was walking back to the office. She must have been waiting for a call because she picked up immediately.

‘What happened?’ she asked.

‘He’s here, but he hasn’t made his mind up yet about if he really wants to commune or not.’

‘What do you mean he hasn’t made his mind up?’

Reito began to explain the situation using the example of the old man with the adult magazines and erotic novels to get his point across.

‘What the hell? What a coward. I couldn’t care less about some pornos,’ she said.

‘No, no. I think your dad’s secret is bigger than that. If it wasn’t, he wouldn’t be this bothered by it.’

‘You mean, like an affair he had in the past?’

‘I don’t really know.’

‘Hm. That’s why he wanted to keep tonight’s communion a secret from Mum. If I happened to find out about something like that, he could maybe still keep me quiet somehow.’

It was a logical observation which Reito could agree with, which was why he didn’t comment on it. ‘Anyway,’ he said, ‘your dad asked for a bit more time to think.’

‘Okay, I get what the problem is now. Can you tell him to give me a call right now?’

‘What are you going to do?’

‘I’m going to try talking to him. I don’t know what decision he’ll end up making after I do, but I want to try anyway.’

She seemed to have an idea. ‘Okay,’ Reito said and hung up. He returned to Toshiaki and told him what Yūmi wanted him to do.

‘She really wants to make me talk right now?’ he muttered as he took out his phone and turned it on. He went to ring her but glanced in Reito’s direction. He seemed uneasy doing it with Reito listening in.

‘Take your time,’ Reito said and walked away.

He returned to the office and skimmed ‘Guidelines for the Keeper of the Camphor Tree’ while he waited. He looked to see if there was anything for this situation Toshiaki was worried about but couldn’t find anything.

He closed the notebook and rubbed his eyes, which was when he heard the clang of the bell. He jumped to his feet and dashed out of the office.

Toshiaki was standing there looking sheepish. ‘I know it’s late, but I’d like to start communion. Is that okay?’

‘Of course. Do you understand how to leave your will?’

‘Yeah. I guess I just need to focus completely on the thing I want to express.’

‘Exactly. Oh, wait just a second. I’ll go get the candle.’

Just like when receiving a will, you needed a candle when leaving one as well.

Reito handed Toshiaki the candle in a paper bag.

‘I’ll do my best not to think about anything but Kikuo’s music, but I don’t know if that’ll do anything,’ Toshiaki said.

‘Good luck. It is my utmost hope that your will reaches the camphor tree.’

Toshiaki gave a quick wave as he walked off into the hedge. He returned about an hour later, and Reito was relieved to see the expression of release on his face. At the very least, he didn’t seem to regret having done it.

‘How did it go?’ Reito asked.

‘I did what I could. I thought about Kikuo’s music as hard as I could. All that’s left is to see how much Yūmi can pick up.’

‘I’m sure it’ll go well.’

‘I hope so.’

He said goodbye and turned to leave, but Reito stopped him. ‘What did Yūmi have to say?’ he asked.

After a moment of hesitation, he said, ‘She said, no matter what I’d done in the past, so long as I wasn’t currently doing anything that would hurt the family, then she wanted me to go through with it. When she received the will, even if she learned of bad things I’d done in the past, she’d turn a blind eye, not say a single word about them. But if I was somehow betraying my family at the moment, then I shouldn’t commune and I should go home immediately. What do you think about that?’

‘That’s what she said to you?’

Toshiaki chuckled. ‘Pretty devious of her. If I went home without communing after that, it’d be proof I was betraying my family.’

‘Yeah. She found some clever wording.’

‘And then, in response, I told her there’s a chance what I’m hiding isn’t just some bad deeds. She could take on things that would be better for her not to know, things she didn’t have to burden herself with. What do you think she said when I asked if she was okay with that? She said she doesn’t care. We’re family, she’ll take the burden.’

‘Wow. That must make you happy.’

Toshiaki rubbed his nose, looking bashful. ‘Ah, kids. They grow into adults without their parents even knowing what’s happening.’

‘Depends on the parents the kids have, doesn’t it? They won’t turn out so well if they don’t have a good role model nearby.’

Toshiaki’s eyes grew a little wide as if he didn’t expect that from Reito, then he grinned and said, ‘You know how to use your words how you want, don’t you?’

‘I mean it.’

‘Sure, sure you do.’

He waved and walked off. Reito bowed as he watched him go.
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Reito looked up at the tightly closed wooden gate, thinking that it looked like something straight out of a period drama. The planks it was made from, set skilfully side by side, gave it a dignified air. It made him imagine a heavy crossbar on the inside. Even the pillars were thick, as wide as his shoulders. Up on one of the pillars was a plaque that said the resident’s family name: Yanagisawa.

Beside the gate was a small door with an intercom, and a letterbox beside that. Reito pressed a button on the intercom.

‘Yes?’ came Chifune’s voice from the speaker.

‘It’s me, Reito.’

‘Come in.’

As she said that, Reito heard the lock click open on the small door. He gave it a push and entered. When he glanced at the back of the massive wooden gate, he saw a huge wooden beam on the back as a crossbar, just as he’d imagined.

He continued along a path of stepping stones to a wooden-lattice door, which slid open at nearly the exact time he stopped before it.

‘Welcome,’ said Chifune, who was wearing a kimono. ‘Come in.’

Chifune had contacted him the day before, asking him to come to her home because there was something she wanted to show him. Toshiaki Saji and Sōki Oba would have been here several times, but today was Reito’s first time in the Yanagisawa manor.

Reito expected her to show him to some massive forty-square-metre Japanese-style room complete with tatami mats, but instead she brought him to a Western-style living room. There was a giant marble coffee table with suitably large leather sofas, as well as a fireplace against the wall, above which hung a framed landscape. It looked exactly like the sort of room you might see in an old foreign film.

‘Um, is this where you meet with the people requesting a communion?’ he asked.

‘Yes. Is there something wrong with that?’ She poured black tea from a teapot into a cup and placed it in front of Reito.

‘No, just, wasn’t expecting this. I figured, based on the outside, it’d be all Japanese rooms inside.’

‘There are several inconvenient aspects of having all Japanese-style rooms in this day and age. And my grandfather was particularly enamoured with Europe and America. He was the one who had this room redesigned. He actually wanted to rebuild on a larger scale, but the manor house is so large he didn’t want to take the plunge.’

‘How big is it?’

‘I’m not sure of the exact size, but I believe it’s close to a thousand square metres.’

Even knowing the number didn’t help Reito grasp how large it was. He might get a feel for it if it was measured in number of tennis courts or something, but that . . .

‘When I die, I’m going to have you take care of this manor for me,’ she said casually, and Reito nearly choked on his tea.

‘Wait, seriously?’

‘It’s not the sort of thing you joke about. I’m unmarried, have no children, and my parents are dead. My only sibling, your mother, Michie Naoi, is also dead. As her child, you are the only person remaining to inherit anything from me.’

Reito took in several deep breaths, then in a whisper again said, ‘Seriously?’

‘There is one caveat,’ Chifune said. ‘You will only be inheriting the building. The land is owned by the Yanagisawa Group. I’m allowed use of it for free.’

‘Oh. Okay.’

‘I can see your obvious disappointment. Were you thinking if you inherited the land as well that you would sell the whole thing off?’

‘No, I hadn’t thought that far . . .’ Though he couldn’t deny he had started trying to calculate how much it was worth in his head.

‘I also intend to leave you everything inside the manor,’ Chifune continued. ‘Most of it is junk that won’t fetch you much of anything, but there are quite a few valuable items as well. You would make a decent amount if you sold it all. Feel free to look forward to that prospect,’ she said as she sipped her tea.

‘Uh, sure . . .’

He wanted to ask how much she had in savings but of course kept that question to himself.

Chifune drew an envelope from the folds of her kimono and placed it in front of Reito. ‘Take this.’

He picked it up and looked inside. It was a key.

‘It’s for the front door. The door at the gate will unlock automatically when the sensor in the intercom detects it nearby as well. Feel free to come and go from this house as you please.’

‘I can come whenever I want?’

‘Go ahead. I only ask that you don’t enter my room without permission. Not that you have anything to gain by going in there.’

Reito put the key in his pocket. He was maintaining an air of calm, but there was a warmth growing in his chest. It was dawning on him that she trusted him. No one had ever treated him like this before.

He looked up to see she’d opened her yellow planner and was writing something in it.

‘You always have that planner with you,’ he said. ‘What do you write in it?’

‘Nothing important. Just little notes and reminders.’ She closed the planner and looked at him. ‘By the way, were there any issues with Mr Saji’s communion? I believe he was leaving his will the other night.’

‘Oh, he managed it in the end.’

‘He told me everything, including how it was your idea to let his daughter hear his brother’s piece through his own will.’

‘Uh, yeah. But we don’t know if it’ll work yet.’

‘It’s a fairly good idea. I’m impressed that you’ve come to understand communion so well.’

‘Thank you,’ Reito said with a bobbed bow of his head.

Chifune reached for her teacup, took a drink, then let out a short breath and turned a solemn gaze on Reito. ‘Earlier, I talked about what you might get if you sold what’s in the manor, but that doesn’t mean you may get rid of everything. There are some things you must keep. I had you come today in order to explain what those are.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I’ll show you. Follow me,’ she said and stood.

They left the living room and walked down a long, dimly lit hall. It turned to the left, then came to an abrupt end facing a wall decorated with an ink painting. Just before the end there was a sliding paper door.

Reito assumed Chifune would open that door, but she instead slid the ink painting sideways on the wall. Behind it were ten holes, a bit smaller than a mahjong tile, all in a row.

‘Pay close attention,’ Chifune said, then she inserted her finger into one of the holes. Reito heard a faint click, then Chifune removed her finger and inserted it into another hole. There was another click. She continued this until she’d done it five times, and there was a loud thunk at the edge of the wall as if something had separated from something else.

Chifune gripped the bracket holding the ink painting on the wall and pulled it to the side, and the entire wall slid smoothly that direction. Beyond was a set of stairs leading down.

‘Wow. It’s like a ninja mansion. Is this a secret escape route?’ Reito asked.

‘It’s not an escape route. It doesn’t exit to anywhere. It is certainly a secret door, however.’ She slid the wall back into place with a clunk, different from the sound before. ‘Try opening the door.’

Reito gripped the bracket like Chifune had and tried to move it to the side, but it wouldn’t budge. ‘It’s not moving,’ he said.

‘The mechanism is such that it automatically locks when closed. You have to press the switches in the holes in order to unlock it. There are ten holes, but five contain false switches. There are five real switches in the remaining holes. It won’t unlock if you don’t press them in the correct order. Now you try to unlock it.’

‘Wait, me?’

‘Yes, you. You were watching what I just did, weren’t you?’

‘Yeah, but . . .’ He’d only kind of been watching and hadn’t memorised the order. He tried relying on his hazy memories but chose five holes essentially at random and pressed their switches.

As expected, he didn’t hear the sound of the lock disengaging. He tried pulling on the bracket anyway, but the wall didn’t budge.

‘No, it didn’t work,’ he said.

‘It appears not.’ Expressionlessly, she reached out and put her finger into five holes, seemingly used to the process. Reito kept his eyes glued to her hand as she did.

Once they heard the thunk of the lock releasing, she slid the wall open again and turned to Reito with a look that seemed to ask if he’d remembered it that time.

‘I can’t,’ he said, giving up. ‘There’s no way I can memorise that in one go.’

‘Perhaps not. There are over thirty thousand possible combinations, after all.’

‘It’s basically a PIN. The mechanism isn’t electronic, is it? How does it work?’

‘For that, I can only bow my head to the genius of the builders of old. I don’t actually know how it works. Which means I can’t change the order or reset the “code” if I forget it. At the moment, I’m the only person who knows the correct order. I’ll teach it to you later, but you must not tell it to anyone else. Do you understand?’

‘Are you sure you want to tell me something this important?’

‘You’re the only one I can tell. This is another thing you will inherit from me.’

With that, Chifune flicked the switch on the wall just inside the secret door, and the lights on the ceiling turned on. They went down the stairs and came to a door, which Chifune opened. She went inside and turned on the lights, so Reito followed.

The room was about fifteen square metres with a low ceiling, and one wall was filled entirely with bookshelves holding binders, stacks of traditional Japanese paper bound with string, and flat wooden boxes. They all looked quite old.

‘What are those?’ Reito asked.

‘None other than the rest of the communion records.’

‘Wait, those are all communion records?’ he said, then sniffed the air. ‘Actually, it does smell like the camphor tree in here.’

Chifune rolled her eyes. ‘It does smell of camphor, but it’s just the mothballs.’

‘Oh. Right.’

‘In this room is what has been guarded by the keeper of the camphor tree for generations, the hidden treasure of the Yanagisawa family. As far as I’m aware, the oldest record is a hundred and fifty years old, though you may find older ones if you look.’

‘A hundred and fifty? Wow.’

Reito went over to the shelves and read the cover of one of the newer-looking files. The year was in the Japanese style, marked as the reign of Showa, year 52, which was 1977. Even that was more than forty years ago.

‘Only the keeper knows these are stored here,’ Chifune said. ‘Not even anyone else in the Yanagisawa family knows, other than me. Today, however, you are now one of only two people who know. Once I die, you’ll be responsible for maintaining this.’

‘Me?’ he said in shock. ‘Well, I guess I can handle it if it’s just swapping out mothballs.’

‘What’s stored here is more than just pieces of paper. These are the records of who left their will with the camphor tree and who received it. It is the history of those people, their families. You must be careful with how you handle them. No one else must ever be allowed in this room. They must never see what’s in here. Remember that, always. Do you understand?’

‘Wait a second,’ Reito said, holding up his hands defensively. ‘This is too much responsibility for me. Isn’t there someone else who can take this on?’

‘Please don’t make me repeat myself. You are my only possible successor. You accepted the role of keeper of the camphor tree. You cannot run from that now. Face your responsibility.’

He hadn’t accepted the role, he’d been forced into it, but he kept that bitter comment buried deep inside and nodded obediently.

‘There is one other important thing,’ Chifune said.

Chifune crouched down to the bottom of the bookshelf, which Reito saw now was actually large drawers. She clasped the knob of one with both hands and pulled.

‘Woah,’ Reito gasped.

The drawer was packed with candles, the ones used for communion. He had several candles in the shrine office, which he gave to the people who came for communion, but he hadn’t known they’d come from here.

‘Without these candles, there would be no communion,’ Chifune said. ‘The method for making them is passed down only to members of the Yanagisawa family. It’s a secret technique. I’ll teach you how to make them in the near future. Make sure you’re ready.’

Reito nodded without saying anything but couldn’t keep his shoulders from slumping. He stared down at the candles, thinking about all the responsibility she was foisting on him.

That evening, Chifune ordered take-away sushi, which she and Reito ate in the reception room. It was from a sushi restaurant long patronised by the Yanagisawa family or something, meaning the quality of the fish used was a grade or two above what was used in your average conveyor-belt sushi. Which Reito was very aware of, seeing as he only ate conveyor-belt sushi.

At one point, Chifune’s chopsticks stopped moving, and she looked at him. ‘There’s a board meeting next month. I believe I told you before, but that’s when they’ll be deciding to let me go. As I’ll have all the time in the world after that, that’s when I’ll teach you how to make the candles.’

‘Okay.’ Did they really have to talk about that right now? The sour topic was spoiling the flavour of the sushi.

‘And once I’m done with that,’ she continued, ‘I was thinking I may go travelling for a while.’

That made Reito stop eating. ‘On your own?’

‘That was my plan.’

‘Where would you go?’

‘I haven’t given it much thought yet, but I was planning for it to be open itinerary, nothing to tie me down. I could go wherever I wanted on that day, stay wherever I wanted.’

‘That sounds nice. How long would you be gone?’

‘I haven’t decided. If I find somewhere I like, I may stay there long term.’

‘’Cause you’re loaded.’ He was deeply jealous. Plebs like him could never think that way.

‘My point is, while I’m gone, I’ll have to ask you to look after things. Familiarise yourself with the manor before then. That’s why I gave you a key.’

‘All right.’

Reito looked around the room. He’d never lived in a house this big. He wasn’t sure if he could handle looking after it while she was away.

Chifune let out a long breath and pushed her container of sushi towards Reito. ‘I’m full. You can have this if you like.’

There was still some squid and medium-fatty tuna sushi there. ‘Don’t mind if I do,’ Reito said with excitement.

Chifune brought her tea bowl to her lips, her eyes on Reito. ‘Since it seems you’ve become more familiar with your work as the keeper of the camphor tree, I’d like to ask, what are your plans for the future?’

The sudden question left Reito off kilter. ‘The future?’

‘Masakazu asked you at that banquet whether you intended to spend the rest of your life caring for the camphor tree. He surely asked it intending to bully you, but that doesn’t change the fact that it’s an appropriate question to ask. You said in response that essentially you were going to go with the flow. Have your feelings changed since then?’

Reito set his chopsticks down and ran a hand through his hair. ‘Is it bad if they haven’t?’

‘You’re the one who decides that. I won’t say anything if you think things are fine as they are.’

‘Then, yeah, things are fine as they are for now.’

‘Does that mean you’re satisfied with your situation?’

‘I’m not dissatisfied. I’m happy as long as I can survive. It’s not like my life was ever going to be anything anyway.’

Chifune frowned, her wrinkles moving with her curled lips. ‘That’s rather nihilistic of you.’

‘Nihilistic?’

‘It means you have no faith in the world and see life as pointless. Why do you think that way?’

‘I’m just done with it. Look at how I came to exist. I’m worthless. I’m the child of an affair that a hostess had with a married man. Even you, when you looked at me as a baby in my mum’s arms, you were angry at the stupid thing she’d done, and then you stopped your involvement with her as family. Which means I should never have been born. Someone like me—’

Bang.

Chifune slammed her tea bowl down on the table. Surprise sent the words that were meant to follow from Reito’s mind. Chifune’s cheeks trembled as if she were grinding her teeth. After a moment, she closed her eyes, and her chest slowly moved up and down as she steadied her breathing.

Her eyes opened. Reito was startled to see they were rimmed with red.

‘I will not comment on how you live your life,’ she said in a quiet voice devoid of emotion, ‘but if I were to give you one thing to keep in mind, it is that there is no such thing as a person who should never have been born. Not a single person. Every human being exists for a reason. You’d do well to remember that.’

There was a silent threat about her that told Reito she would not allow any disagreement on this. He gulped and barely managed to say, ‘Yeah, okay.’

She stood and turned away. ‘I’m going to lie down in my room. Leave the sushi containers there when you’re done eating and feel free to leave whenever you’re ready. Don’t forget to lock the door when you do.’

‘I won’t,’ he said, after a moment’s pause.

As she walked away, she brought a hand to her eyes as if to hold back tears.

After leaving the Yanagisawa manor, Reito went to the public baths he frequented and reflected on his conversation with Chifune while he soaked in the hot water.

He’d never liked the words ‘future’ and ‘dreams’. He’d always been annoyed when they were given as essay topics in school. He’d listen to his friends talk about their dreams – to be a doctor, a solicitor or a politician – and secretly ridiculed the idea. Those dreams would never come true. They’d been born poor. But what about an athlete or an artist? No, that was even harder. Even a child knew someone with mediocre skill was never going to succeed as one of those.

‘Every human being exists for a reason.’

The words echoed in the back of his mind.

They didn’t feel right to him. He only existed because his mother had been stupid. She got knocked up with the child of someone else’s husband and actually believed him when he said he would look after them. Was there supposed to be more to it than that?

He was mulling it over when he heard someone say, ‘Ah, nice seeing you again.’ An old, thin man was just slipping into the bath.

‘Oh, hello,’ Reito said.

It was the old man Reito had met there before, Mr Iikura. ‘How has looking after the camphor tree been going?’ he asked.

‘It’s been going.’

‘Last time we met, you didn’t know much about communion. Have you learned more?’

‘Yeah, I think I’ve mostly got it figured out.’

‘That’s good. It’d make me uneasy if the keeper remained an apprentice for ever, seeing as I’ve left my own will in the tree as well.’ He guffawed with his mouth wide. His front teeth were gone.

‘Oh, that’s right. You went to commune again the other day.’

The man’s brow furrowed in confusion. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Not last new moon, but the one before. You had booked a communion, didn’t you? But my aunt handled keeper duties that night.’

It had been the night Reito had stayed in Yanattsu Hotel Shibuya.

But the man’s mouth hung half open as he shook his head. ‘No, I didn’t. I haven’t been since I communed last year. You must be mistaken.’

‘But I was sure . . .’ Reito was about to argue he was sure he had booked a communion but closed his mouth. There was no reason to lie about this. If he said he hadn’t gone, it was likely the truth. ‘Mr Iikura, your given name is Kōkichi, right?’

‘That’s right. Kōkichi, written with the characters for “filial piety” and “good luck”.’

Reito looked back into his memories. He remembered looking up who had come to commune on the night Chifune had been the keeper. He’d been a little surprised to see it was Kōkichi Iikura because it implied he was someone important to her. Had it been someone with the exact same name? No, it was hard to believe a coincidence like that.

‘What’s wrong?’ Kōkichi asked, looking concerned. ‘Is it a problem that I didn’t go?’

‘No, it’s nothing,’ Reito said as he stood from the bath.

As he washed his hair, he wondered what was going on. If Kōkichi hadn’t booked that night, then what had actually happened?

Reito could think of only one possibility: someone other than Kōkichi had gone in the camphor tree and communed that night.
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Reito looked up into the night sky, thinking it was true what people said, that you could see the stars less the closer it got to the full moon. The weather was good, with few clouds, but he couldn’t pick out a single star with the naked eye. Instead, there was just the unwavering gleam of the round moon.

He glanced at the time. It would soon be midnight. It was nearly time. He stood and walked towards the hedge.

As he waited by the entrance to the bushes, he saw a light approaching from within. The person must have noticed him because they stopped for a moment, then continued walking.

When she was close enough that he could see her face, he called out to her. ‘How’d it go?’

Yūmi didn’t respond immediately. She tilted her head slightly in thought as if examining her own feelings. Her expression was a little stiff, while tension radiated from her entire body.

‘Did you receive your dad’s will?’ Reito asked, trying a different question.

Yūmi’s eyes turned to look not at him but somewhere off in the distance. She took a long, deep breath, then finally looked at him and said, ‘You’re . . . incredible.’

That was unexpected, and left Reito confused. ‘Me? Why?’

‘Because you’re responsible for looking after that camphor tree. That’s incredible. Really incredible.’

Reito chuckled and held up his hands. ‘I’m just a guide. But I get the impression that you did receive the will after all?’

‘Yeah, I got it.’ Her eyes still weren’t focusing properly. It was like communing had drawn the soul from her body and it hadn’t fully returned yet.

‘What about the piece? Did you hear it?’

Her eyes went wide for a moment then she nodded vigorously. ‘I did hear it, perfectly clearly.’ She brought her hands to her chest. ‘It was moving.’

‘Do you know how it’s different from what Minako plays?’

She gave one firm nod. ‘I know exactly what it is. It’s completely different.’

‘Wait, it’s completely different?’

Yūmi pressed her hands against her cheeks. ‘Okay, it might be an exaggeration to say it’s completely different, but Minako’s piece doesn’t recreate something incredibly important. The real piece has been playing in my dad’s head. I think that’s the problem.’

‘Can you tell Minako what that important thing is?’

‘I’m not positive but I think I might be able to.’ She was cautious with her words, but that actually felt like a sign of her confidence.

‘That’s good anyway.’

After releasing a breath, Yūmi took out her phone and glanced at the screen. ‘It’s late. I need to get home.’

‘I’ll walk you to your car.’

‘Thanks.’

They walked side by side.

‘What about everything else? Other than the piece,’ Reito said, curious about that. ‘I guess you would’ve received his other thoughts and feelings too.’

‘Yeah. I did receive them,’ she said. There was a lot of meaning hidden behind that statement. After a breath, she continued, ‘It was what I expected.’

‘What was?’

‘Sort of, that he hasn’t always been a perfectly good person.’

‘Oh . . .’

‘But it was nothing surprising. Like, this world isn’t so nice that we can all get by doing only good things. Sometimes, in order to support your family and make sure you pay your employees their salaries, you have to target people’s weaknesses or push them out of your way. Pure, just, ideal, those are all an illusion. I’m the same, after all. I would hate to have someone peek into my head right now. There’s jealousy and prejudice, and all sorts of horrible thoughts. Which made me think that people who leave their will have to be pretty confident in themselves. Anyone who’s half-assed their life wouldn’t have the courage to leave their will.’

‘Which means your dad deserves respect just for doing it.’

‘Exactly,’ she said firmly. ‘Though part of it is because I forced him into a corner beforehand.’

‘He told me about that. That you said he shouldn’t commune and should instead go home if he was doing anything to betray his family. After that, it’s not like he could just be all, yeah, absolutely, I’ll just go home.’

‘I bet there’s quite a few people who’ve communed who did it for a similar reason. They don’t actually want to commune, but it’s the family custom, so if they don’t, everyone will assume there’s some dark reason for it. On the other hand, if someone walks into communion with confidence, it’s proof to both themselves and others that they have lived their life honestly and without anything to be ashamed of.’

‘Huh. I never thought about it having that effect before.’ The possibility hadn’t even crossed his mind. He felt like he was seeing it all the more clearly now.

They walked down the steps and came to a clearing with a large saloon parked in the corner. Yūmi had borrowed her dad’s car for the night.

‘Well, goodnight then,’ she said as she opened the door and sat in the driver’s seat.

‘Goodnight. And good job,’ he said with a respectful bow.

She started the engine, and the headlights came on before the car rolled along the earth, crunching the dirt beneath its tyres. As she passed, Yūmi smiled and nodded at Reito. He smiled and waved back.

The turn signal flashed as she turned on to the street, and Reito waited until he could no longer see the car before turning away.

But then he stopped. A thought struck him. Yūmi had said that if someone walked into communion with confidence, it was proof they had lived their life honestly and without anything to be ashamed of.

It made so much sense now.

Reito felt like he could see something now that he had been blind to this whole time.
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The sky held a perfectly round full moon. Reito was waiting in front of the shrine office holding a paper bag with a candle in it and saw a figure approaching from the torii gate. The figure’s posture told him it was Sōki Oba, and his trudging steps told him he wasn’t excited about being here again tonight.

Reito stood as Sōki approached and said, ‘Good evening. It’s good to see you.’

‘Drop the sarcasm,’ Sōki said, his lips twisted in a scowl. ‘You can’t believe I haven’t given up.’

‘That’s not true.’

‘Don’t lie. Of course it is. If I were in your position, I’d be laughing.’

‘I’m not laughing. Anyway, where’s Morio?’ Reito glanced behind Sōki.

‘He’s waiting in the car.’

‘That’s perfect for us then.’

‘In what way?’

‘Last time when you told me everything, you told me, as the keeper of the camphor tree, to do something, to impart my wisdom’

‘I did. So what?’ Sōki’s gaze turned sharp. ‘Do you have some wisdom to impart then?’

‘I do. And it’s very simple.’

‘Okay. What do I do?’

‘When you go back to the car afterwards, you tell Morio that you lit the candle like always and sat in the tree thinking of your father. You hadn’t ever felt his will before, but this time you did, clearly.’ Reito smiled and looked straight into Sōki’s eyes. ‘What do you think?’

‘What the hell?’ Sōki’s mouth hung open. ‘Are you serious?’

‘Completely.’

‘Don’t be stupid. I can’t do that.’

‘Why not?’

‘Everyone will find out right away it’s a lie.’

‘How will they know? As long as you keep it to yourself, it will never get out. No one else can receive your dad’s will, after all.’

‘They’ll find out. Trust me, I had the same idea. This shit is a pain in the ass, so why don’t I just say I managed to do it? But if I do say I received my dad’s will, they’re going to ask me all sorts of questions, like what does it mean that I received his will? What do I say then? I can’t say it’s all a secret.’

‘You could. You could just say the contents of your communion are a secret. Why can’t you?’

‘I just can’t,’ Sōki said waving his hands in exasperation. ‘You’re the keeper of the camphor tree but you don’t actually understand what it means to commune. The purpose is for someone to pass their ideals and convictions on to their successor. In my situation, that means it’s something like how Takumiya Confectionery should be managed from here on out. What do I do if the board asks me what Dad thought about that? I can’t just make shit up.’

‘Just making shit up might not work, no, but I don’t see any problem with you imagining it.’

‘Imagine it?’ The crease between Sōki’s eyes grew deeper. ‘Imagine what?’

‘What your dad thought. Think, if Tōichirō Oba were alive today, what would he do? What would he think? Imagine that. You should be able to do that.’

Sōki looked away, fatigue showing on his face. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. That’s risky. How much do you even know about me?’

‘Not much. But you did tell me quite a lot last time. Your dad said that even if he learned you weren’t his biological son, it wouldn’t stop him from thinking of you as his own. That’s why he was going to continue raising you, treating you like his son, teaching you everything he knew. If all that was true, then you already have his ideals and convictions inside you. All this faff with communion isn’t necessary, at least not for Tōichirō Oba and his son.’

Sōki’s expression told Reito he’d taken him off guard. It was clear Reito had encouraged Sōki to think about something he’d never even considered.

But then he waved it away. ‘You’re overestimating me. I’m no replacement for my dad.’

‘Are you sure? If so, why didn’t he let anyone other than you receive his will, even knowing that you couldn’t? He has other blood relatives.’

‘Because . . .’

‘I think he believed that even if you couldn’t receive his will, you, his son, would be able to carry it out.’

Sōki went silent, staring at the ground with his hands in his coat pockets. An icy wind blew past. Reito’s ears were starting to sting.

‘We can keep talking in the—’

‘Give me the candle,’ Sōki said, holding out his hand.

‘What are you going to do?’

‘I’m going to the camphor tree and I’m going to think about my dad.’

‘So, you are going to try communing tonight again?’

Sōki shook his head. ‘I know there’s no point. I can’t receive his will. So, I’m going to remember everything he’s ever taught me. I want to really work through it.’

‘In that case . . .’ Reito handed him the bag with the candle.

‘I’ll probably take longer tonight than usual.’

‘I understand.’

‘And I’ll just head straight out once I’m done. You don’t need to keep watch. I’ll make sure the candle is completely out.’

‘All right.’ Reito bowed, guessing that Sōki didn’t want him asking what he intended to do after this, once he left the camphor tree tonight. ‘Take your time,’ he called to Sōki’s back as he walked off into the darkness.

Morio Fukuda came to Tsukisato Shrine while Reito was raking up fallen leaves. Reito saw a figure out of the corner of his eye but assumed it was just a normal visitor, so was surprised and snapped his head up when the figure said, ‘Thank you for last night,’ in a familiar voice.

Morio smiled at him as he walked closer and asked, ‘Do you have a moment?’

‘I do. What can I help you with?’

‘I wanted to check something with you. Call it, seeking your input. I was wondering if I could take some of your time.’

‘I see . . .’

‘Do you like sweet things?’

‘Uh, sweet things?’

‘I have some taiyaki here. I bought them near the station,’ Morio said lifting a white plastic bag for Reito to see. ‘Would you like to share them with me?’

‘I’d be happy to. Let’s go somewhere to sit down.’

Reito led Morio into the shrine office and poured roasted green tea into two tea bowls.

‘I may not drink,’ Morio said, ‘but instead of a craving for alcohol, I have the most insatiable sweet tooth, if you can say one can replace the other.’ He removed a paper package from the plastic bag and set it on the table to open it. Inside were two of the fluffy brown fish-shaped pancakes.

‘Thank you,’ Reito said as he picked one up and bit into it. The sweetness of the red bean filling was perfect, not too strong. It’d been a long time since he’d had coarse bean paste like that.

Morio tore a chunk off his taiyaki and popped it into his mouth. His jaw moved up and down as he chewed, then he swallowed and nodded. ‘Mm, not bad.’

‘Have some tea.’

‘Thank you.’ He reached for his tea bowl and glanced at Reito’s desk. ‘It looks like you have a communion tonight.’

The candle holder was on the desk and it already had a candle set into it.

‘Uh, yeah . . .’

‘That’s quite the candle. Do you have someone special coming tonight?’

‘I’m sorry, I can’t talk about other visitors.’

‘Oh, of course. Apologies.’ Morio sipped his tea then set the tea bowl back on the table and sighed before looking at Reito. ‘When Sōki returned from communion last night, he told me it had finally worked. He’d received his father’s will.’

‘Really? That’s good news.’

Morio examined Reito’s face. ‘You don’t seem that surprised.’

‘I am surprised, but it does happen sometimes. Someone is finally able to commune after trying unsuccessfully several times.’

‘And you think that’s what happened last night?’

‘You don’t?’

Morio’s gaze fell, then he looked back at Reito. ‘I asked Sōki what the will was like. He said it was hard to put into words. It was like vague thoughts and images. He didn’t know how to explain it. But he said he did now know what his father dreamed of for the future, how he wanted his son to live his life, and he wanted to do everything he could to make those dreams come true.’

‘That seems good. It must be a relief.’

Morio gave Reito a meaning-laden smile and slowly raised the taiyaki to his mouth to take another bite before saying, ‘It was your idea, wasn’t it?’

‘What was?’

‘Don’t play dumb. Sōki had zero interest in coming last night. He had already given up, as if he knew it would fail then as well, but then his attitude completely changed. It’s unlikely he’d come up with that lie out of nowhere, meaning it was someone else’s doing. You’re the only possibility.’

‘What lie? I have no idea what you’re talking about.’

‘I told you, you don’t have to play dumb. I know everything. I knew Sōki probably wouldn’t be able to receive his father’s will. I knew the man for forty years. He told me things.’

That unexpected confession threw Reito off balance. ‘You knew he couldn’t receive the will but brought him here anyway?’

‘I had no choice. I’m not supposed to know they weren’t actually father and son. In his will, his legal will, Tōichirō had written that I should take Sōki to commune. Before he died Tōichirō had asked me to look after the boy. I couldn’t very well not bring him.’

‘You should have just told him you know the truth.’

‘Do you think I would have gone through all this trouble if that was an option? I couldn’t. Tōichirō asked me not to.’

‘Sōki’s father asked you himself?’

‘Yes. He told me he wanted Sōki to carry the secret of his blood alone, for his whole life. Tōichirō believed that if Sōki knew others knew, it would make him soft. It’s human instinct to want to open up and confess everything when things get difficult, but that could be problematic for the leader of an organisation. That’s why I was so insistent on communion. If I gave in early, Sōki might have suspected I know the truth, and I couldn’t have that.’

‘That’s why you asked to go into the tree with him the first time.’

‘It’s part of it, yes. But I also wanted to push him, make him feel he had to do something soon about communion because it was so unpleasant for him. Despite appearances, he’s a rather honest boy. He wouldn’t think to lie. And, to be honest, I wanted to move things along. I’m sure it was weighing Sōki down as well, but I was exhausted and wondering how long we would have to keep this up. And then all of a sudden, he comes to me and says what he did last night. As I said, his attitude about communion last night on the way was exactly the same as it had been on previous attempts. He had no motivation. And it hit me. Aha! There was outside influence.’

It did all make sense.

‘Last time he came,’ Reito said, ‘Sōki told me things. When he did, I didn’t understand why his father left his will in the first place. Part of it had to be that he had to follow family custom, but he was the head of the family. He could have found a reason to get out of it, but he went through with it. Not only did he leave his will, but he limited impartees to Sōki only. I was wondering why he’d do that.’

‘And did you find an answer?’

‘I did. It’s actually really simple. Going through with communion shows to the people around you that there is no lie in your life. I’m guessing there were people who suspected Sōki wasn’t Tōichirō’s son, but by leaving his will, he was signalling to everyone around him that he at the very least had no doubts about their blood relation. Then, if Sōki was able to receive his will, it would erase all suspicions. No one would be able to claim otherwise. There was only one thing Tōichirō wanted: for Sōki to pretend he’d received his will.’

Morio nodded in satisfaction. ‘As I suspected, you’re rather clever. But I wonder, did Tōichirō not anticipate that pretending to have received his will would cause more problems for Sōki down the line?’

‘He believed in his son. Even if Sōki didn’t receive his will, he had another method, a surefire method, for expressing his will to him and that was simply to share his thoughts and feelings with Sōki the whole time he was alive.’

Morio looked awed and said, ‘This morning, I asked Sōki what Tōichirō’s true thoughts were on who would take over the company. He said that his father had the son of the current CEO, Ryūto, in mind as the primary candidate. His own son, Sōki, would work in the company as an employee, learning everything from manufacturing on the floor to sales, in order to gain experience. Then, the board would decide based on his performance whether or not he should be added to the candidate pool as well. And he sounded completely confident when he said it.’

‘What did you think when you heard that?’

‘That Sōki had done a wonderful job of carrying on his father’s intentions and there was nothing to worry about.’

‘In that sense, communion was a success. Tōichirō’s wish did come true.’

‘Thanks to you.’ Morio stood and offered his hand for a handshake. ‘I should have expected no less of the keeper of the camphor tree.’

‘I’m still in training,’ Reito said, but accepted the handshake.

At ten o’clock that night, Reito left the shrine office with a large paper bag in hand. He walked, lighting his way with the torch. He sometimes turned the light to the sides. It was unlikely anyone else would be there, but it wasn’t impossible someone had come to the shrine for a late-night prayer. He didn’t want anyone to see what he was about to do if he could avoid it.

He stopped when he reached the entrance to the hedge and took a deep breath. The uncertainty was still there. He shouldn’t do this. It would be better not to. The unease tugged at him, deep in his heart, but he took a step forward and slowly proceeded along the narrow path through the bushes.

It wasn’t long before he was standing at the camphor tree. There weren’t many fallen leaves around, since he’d spent the day making sure it was tidy.

His heart pounded faster, though whether it was from nerves or guilt he didn’t know. Perhaps it was more from anticipation. He had to admit, he couldn’t hold back his curiosity-fuelled excitement.

Careful of where he stepped, he approached the camphor tree. The exhilaration he was feeling now was completely different from what he felt when he was tidying up after a communion.

He entered the hollow in the trunk, took the candle holder from the paper bag, and placed it in its usual spot. There was already a candle in it. As Morio had noticed, it was the largest candle he had. He lit it then switched off his torch. The candlelight danced in the space, while the candle’s aroma mingled with the scent of camphor, filling the hollow.

Reito knelt and sat back on his feet. He closed his eyes and thought of the person. There was only one person it could be.


30

Afew seconds after the bing of the intercom chime, a voice responded.

‘Yes?’

‘Hi. It’s me, Reito,’ he said bringing his face close to the microphone.

‘Reito?’ She sounded confused. ‘What is it?’

‘Nothing really. I was just in the area.’

‘Oh.’

‘Should I go?’

‘No, it’s just . . . It’s fine.’

There was a click as the lock disengaged.

Reito opened the door and followed the stepping stones to the manor. He tried opening the latticed door at the front entrance. It wasn’t locked.

When he stepped inside, Chifune appeared from down the hall. She was wearing a grey suit.

‘Sorry to drop by without warning,’ Reito said. ‘I impulse-bought these near the station and thought we could share them.’ He held up a white plastic shopping bag. ‘It’s taiyaki. You like sweet things, right?’

‘I appreciate it, really.’ She looked between the bag and his face. ‘It’s just I have to leave shortly.’

‘Oh, for work?’

‘Yes. It’s that board meeting I mentioned.’

‘That was today?’

‘It’s a pain in the ass going in just to receive my final notice, but it would be somewhat irritating to be put on trial without being present.’

‘I guess I can see that.’

‘Meaning, I must not be late.’

Chifune turned around and quickly walked away down the hall. Reito removed his shoes and followed her into the living room. There were binders and paperwork on the large table. She started looking over them without sitting down.

‘What should I do with this?’ Reito asked, indicating the bag with its taiyaki.

She glanced at it then shook her head. ‘Unfortunately, I don’t have the time to eat right now.’ Her eyes went right back to the papers in her hand.

‘Do you mind if I eat without you then?’

‘Go ahead. There’s a bottle of green tea in the fridge if you like.’

‘Thanks.’

He went into the kitchen and poured himself a glass of the tea before returning to the living room. She was still looking over the documents. He took out a taiyaki and watched her as he ate.

She looked up from the papers and started putting binders and documents into a large tote bag. Then she took her planner from her handbag beside that and flipped through the pages, her expression intense.

After some time, she nodded as if to tell herself everything was in order and returned the planner to her handbag, which she then shoved into the tote.

‘All right,’ she said quietly. ‘I’m off.’

‘Okay.’ Reito crammed what remained of his taiyaki into his mouth and washed it down with a gulp of tea.

‘You can relax here. You have your key, don’t you?’ Chifune said.

‘I forgot it, actually. I’ll walk with you to the station. My bicycle’s parked just outside there anyway,’ he said as he stood up. ‘Should I just leave the other taiyaki here on the table?’

‘Please do. I’ll have it when I come home.’

She went to the coat rack and reached for her coat. While she did, Reito lifted the tote from the sofa.

Once she had her coat on, Chifune thanked Reito and reached for the tote, but he said, ‘I’ll carry it to the station.’

‘Oh, what a gentleman. Or is it respect for your elders?’

‘A bit of both.’

Chifune frowned and shook her head slightly. ‘In times like this, you say it’s simply good manners. Keep that in mind.’

‘Oh, okay. Sorry.’ He scrunched back a little. By now, he was used to being reprimanded.

Chifune took a pair of gloves from her coat pocket and pulled them on as they walked to the entrance, while Reito followed with the tote bag. They left the manor and started towards the station, which was about a five-minute walk away. Fallen leaves danced around their feet as they walked.

‘We’re fully into winter now, aren’t we? I imagine it’s snowed up north,’ Chifune said as she pulled the collar of her coat closed.

‘I guess they had some in Hokkaido. When you go on your trip, are you going to start in the north? You could soak in a hot spring while enjoying the snowy scenery.’

‘That doesn’t sound bad actually. I’ll consider it.’

Reito glanced sideways at her. She was looking straight ahead but seemed to be thinking about something else.

They arrived at the station and checked the timetable. An express to Shinjuku was going to arrive in about ten minutes. Chifune would of course have looked that up in advance and timed her departure from the house to catch it.

Chifune sat down in the waiting room and held out her hand. ‘May I have my handbag?’ Reito gave it to her, still standing.

She took her travel card out of the handbag and put it in her coat pocket. Reito took her handbag back and returned it to the tote.

‘After this, you won’t be going into the office?’ he asked.

‘I’m sure it’s not that I’ll never go back in. There are still a few loose ends that will need tying up. But I will do my absolute best to avoid going. No one wants to see someone who was let go wandering around the company for ever.’

‘Did they say anything about wanting to do a leaving party?’

‘As if they would,’ she said with a snort. ‘No one there likes me that much. Besides, I was never an employee. I’m an outsider. I don’t even have a desk.’

‘Oh.’

‘That’s what an advisor is.’ She glanced at her watch then stood. ‘Right. It’s time I’m off. My bag please.’

‘Let me walk you to the ticket barriers.’

She looked up into his eyes. ‘You’re being particularly kind today. Are you feeling sorry for me?’

‘It’s simply good manners.’

She chuckled. ‘Correct. That is the right answer.’

The two walked side by side to the ticket barriers, where Reito handed Chifune the tote bag.

‘Good luck,’ he said.

‘What good will luck do me at this point?’ she said as she slung the tote bag over her shoulder. ‘Thank you for seeing me off.’

‘Goodbye.’ He put his arms right to his sides and lowered his head in a perfectly executed bow.

The train pulled in. She waved to him as she dashed across the platform. Reito watched as she climbed on board. He waited until the doors closed, then moved away from the ticket barriers.

He sat in a seat in the waiting room and checked the time on the station’s clock. It wasn’t rush hour, so she would be able to find a seat. She was probably moving through the carriages right now looking for an empty one. And then, when she did find a cosy seat and had settled herself in it, what was the first thing she was going to do? She’d check her messages and emails on her phone. Someone may have sent her something. She would think up a reply and debate on whether or not to send it. How long would that take her?

As he was considering this, his phone vibrated. It was Chifune calling. The train had only pulled away about five minutes ago. It hadn’t taken as long as he’d expected.

He steadied his breathing then answered the phone. ‘Hello?’

‘My planner’s gone,’ she said in a hushed voice.

‘What?’

‘My planner. It’s gone. I know I put it in my handbag. What’s going on?’ she demanded quietly so as not to disturb the other passengers.

‘Why are you asking me? I have no clue.’

‘I know that’s not true. You had my bag the entire time.’

‘That’s doesn’t mean . . . Oh, maybe . . .’

‘What?’

‘Well, you took your travel card out of your handbag. Maybe it fell out then.’

‘I would have noticed.’

‘If you’re certain you put it in to begin with, then that’s the only explanation I can think of. I’ll go look for it. I’m still near the station.’

She didn’t respond at first. He could only hear her rapid breathing. ‘Fine,’ she said finally. ‘Call me as soon as you find it.’

‘Don’t worry. I’ve got this.’

He hung up then stood, his hand over his trouser pocket as he walked quickly through the station. There were luggage lockers in one corner. He came to them and took a key from his pocket, which he used to open the bottom locker on the right. Inside was one garment bag and one paper bag. He pulled them out and then went to the toilet.

Thankfully, there was no one else inside. The stalls were open too. He quickly went inside one and locked it. There was a hook on the back of the door for hanging coats and things, which he hung his garment bag on. He unzipped it. Inside was his suit, a white shirt and a tie. It was his Sunday best, which Chifune had bought him. The paper bag had the leather shoes she’d purchased the same day.

He checked he wasn’t missing anything then phoned Chifune. She answered immediately.

‘Reito? Did you find it?’

‘Good news. I did find it. Looks like I was right. It was on the ground in the waiting room.’ He pulled the yellow planner from the pocket of his hiking jacket. He’d slipped it out of her handbag just before they’d gone to the ticket barriers.

‘Oh,’ she said. ‘All right. I hate to ask this, but could you bring it to me? I’ll get off at the next station.’

‘No, if you do that you might not make the meeting. You go into the office. I’ll bring it there.’

‘You’ll come all the way to the office?’

‘Yeah, I’ll bring it for you.’

There was silence on the end of the phone. She was smart. She’d probably realised this was no mere accident and so she was fervently thinking what she should do.

‘All right,’ she said, her tone level. ‘When you get to the office, tell reception your name. I’ll tell them you’re coming.’

‘Okay.’

Reito went to hang up, but Chifune said, ‘One more thing. You are not to read the contents of my planner under any circumstances. It would be an invasion of my privacy.’

‘I won’t.’

‘If I find out you read it, I will never speak to you again,’ she said with the sound of a true threat hanging in her voice.

‘I swear, I won’t.’

‘You’d better not. And thank you.’ Her tone was stony to the very end.

Reito looked up at the silver building gleaming in the sunlight and took a deep breath. This was, of course, his first time at the headquarters of Yanattsu Corporation. He’d loosened his tie while he was on the train but now tightened it again and walked towards the front entrance.

The glass doors opened automatically, bringing Reito to an expansive entry hall with a reception counter at the back. Two women sat there. They weren’t drop-dead gorgeous but both did have elegant features. As Reito approached, the one on the left with a somewhat round face stood and smiled.

‘Hello,’ he said. ‘My name is Reito Naoi. I have something to deliver to Chifune Yanagisawa, advisor for Yanattsu Corporation.’

It seemed Chifune had spoken to them because the woman nodded after looking down to check something.

‘Very well,’ she said. ‘Please take this and have a seat over there.’ She passed him a card strung on a lanyard then gestured towards an area with sofas. The card said ‘Guest Pass’ on it.

Reito put the guest pass around his neck then sat on one of the sofas. When he glanced at the reception desk, the woman was making a phone call. Moments later, Reito’s phone vibrated. It was Chifune.

‘Hello,’ he said.

‘What are you after?’ she said, her voice low. He guessed she’d stepped out in the hall during the meeting.

‘What do you mean?’

He heard her let out a breath. ‘We’ll discuss this later. I don’t have time right now. Someone is on their way to pick up the planner from you right now.’

‘But this is important. I should bring it to you myself.’

Another breath, then a moment of silence. ‘I knew you’d do this.’

‘Do what?’

‘I said we’ll discuss this later. Fine. Second floor, meeting room 201. Don’t just walk in. Make sure to knock.’

‘Okay.’

Chifune had already hung up by the time he’d said that.

He went to the reception desk and asked where meeting room 201 was, and the receptionist directed him to the elevator hall. Apparently, he would easily find it if he went to the second floor.

When he stepped out into the second-floor hall, he found a floor map on the wall. Room 201 was at the end.

Reito walked slowly down the hall with floors that had been polished to a shine. The hallway was dead quiet with no one about. He pressed his hand over his chest. His heart was pounding with nerves, and his throat was bone dry. Thinking about what he was trying to do made him want to turn and run, but he couldn’t flee now.

At long last, he was standing in front of the door marked 201. He took several deep breaths then knocked.

The door opened quickly, and a man wearing glasses peeked out through the crack.

‘Is Chifune, um, Ms Yanagisawa—’ Reito started to say, but the man held up a hand to cut him off as if he didn’t need to go any further. Apparently Chifune had told him what was going on.

The man looked into the room and said, ‘It’s Advisor Yanagisawa’s assistant.’ Someone must have given him permission to let Reito in because the man then nodded to Reito and opened the door further.

Reito stepped inside, looked around the room, and nearly jumped out of his skin. There were twenty people, all old and mostly male, sitting around a long, thin table. Chifune was sitting three seats down from the door. He walked quickly over to her and handed her the planner.

Her sharp eyes glared at him, but she thanked him and took the planner. He stepped away from her side, moving back, but he didn’t turn to the door. He stood so his back was against the wall.

‘What are you doing?’ asked Katsushige Yanagisawa, who was sitting in front of Reito. Next to him was the CEO, Masakazu Yanagisawa. ‘If you’re finished, get out.’

Reito took one breath and said, ‘Am I not allowed to be here?’

Everyone present turned to look at him in surprise.

‘What?’ Katsushige demanded with a glare.

‘I just mean, am I not allowed to hear what’s being talked about here?’ Reito said.

‘What an idiotic thing to say. Of course you aren’t. Get out of here.’ He waved as if trying to brush away a fly.

‘I won’t interrupt. I just want to listen.’

‘And I said you can’t. This is no place for someone like you. Get out of here.’

‘Please.’ Reito bowed low.

Katsushige’s expression contorted with loathing and his eyes shifted to Chifune. ‘You do something about this.’

She turned to look at Reito. After a moment of silence while she thought, she turned back to Katsushige and Masakazu. ‘I would also like to request that he be allowed to stay.’

Katsushige gaped at her. ‘You can’t be serious. What are you trying to accomplish?’

‘I don’t see any problem with it.’

‘Of course there’s a problem with it, a huge problem. The only people allowed in a board meeting are board members and maybe their secretaries.’

‘That is your company rule, but I am not an employee of your company. I’m not even a board member. And he works for me. I would like my assistant to accompany me.’

‘That’s absu—’

‘It’s fine,’ said Masakazu, cutting Katsushige off. ‘He said he won’t interrupt. He can sit in. And this isn’t a formal board meeting anyway. Does anyone object?’ he said looking around at the rest of the members.

No one said anything.

He nodded towards Chifune and Reito. ‘No one is opposed, it seems.’

‘Thank you,’ Reito said in a voice that carried as he bowed.

‘But you’re making me uncomfortable hovering over there by the wall. Somebody bring him a chair.’

The man with glasses from earlier brought over a folding chair for Reito. He thanked him and sat down.

‘Let’s continue,’ Masakazu said then looked at Katsushige. ‘Considering the situation, we may as well discuss Hakone first, including the hotel. Once that’s done, perhaps he’ll be satisfied and leave,’ he said as his eyes darted briefly towards Reito.

‘Of course. That may work. Then I’ll start,’ Katsushige said then turned to face the rest of the board. ‘If everyone could please turn to page five. As we heard in Director Sakata’s report, the Hakone resort project is proceeding smoothly. Construction should begin on schedule next fiscal year. With regards to that, we have the outstanding item of what to do with Hotel Yanagisawa. We’ve discussed this several times already, and the overwhelming majority are in favour of closing the hotel by the end of next fiscal year. None have expressed strong opposition to this. However, if there are any who wish to provide a dissenting opinion, please do so now. If everyone is in agreement, we will make a formal decision at the next board meeting to be reported at the general shareholders’ meeting in March.’

Reito stared at Chifune’s back, hoping she would raise her hand. Katsushige also seemed interested in what she would do. Masakazu’s eyes were fixed forward, but Reito was certain he’d be looking at her out of the corner of his eye.

But she remained motionless. Reito could sense the relief coming from Katsushige.

‘It appears no one is opposed. That closes—’

Masakazu held up a hand to stop Katsushige then turned to Chifune and said, ‘Advisor, I don’t believe we’ll have the pleasure of your company at the next board meeting. If you have thoughts on what should be done with Hotel Yanagisawa, please let us hear them now.’

To Reito, it sounded like he was saying that if she had anything to say, he would listen, but he would only listen. He wouldn’t consider what she had to say at all.

She turned towards him. ‘I appreciate the opportunity, but no, I’m quite all right,’ she said, her voice unwavering. Reito couldn’t see her face from where he was sitting, but he imagined her expression was dignified and said she didn’t need his pity.

‘Very well.’ Masakazu looked at Katsushige to continue.

‘That decides Hotel Yanagisawa then. Of the many projects Advisor Yanagisawa was involved in, Hotel Yanagisawa is the last currently operating business. With its closure, the Yanagisawa Group will no longer need to rely on her knowledge and wisdom. And, after discussing this with her directly, I would like to use this opportunity to announce she will be stepping down at the end of the fiscal year. Thank you, Ms Yanagisawa, for your many years of contribution to the group.’

As if that was some sort of signal, the other board members joined in thanking her. None of them sounded surprised. They must have all agreed in advance.

Masakazu stood and slowly walked over to Chifune. ‘Thank you for all your hard work.’ He offered his hand to her. Was he at least trying to show a bare minimum of courtesy?

She stood and shook his hand. ‘It’s in your hands now.’

Reito could see the profile of her face now. Her expression was cool, as if she had seen into the future.

Masakazu returned to his seat. Before sitting he looked at Chifune as if remembering something. ‘We won’t be covering anything of any particular importance for the rest of the meeting. There’s nothing we need to bother our advisor with at the very least. You may leave if you wish.’

It’s done. Now get out. That was what he really meant.

‘Of course,’ Chifune said quietly. ‘Then if you’ll excuse me. Have a nice day, everyone.’

She returned to her seat to pick up her handbag but noticed an odd change in the room as she went to move towards the door. Her eyes darted about the room to find the cause, and then she turned around. The change in the room was that all eyes had gathered on something behind her, and for good reason. Reito had raised his hand high.

‘Are you all okay with this?’ he asked, keeping his voice steady using tension in his diaphragm. He looked at each board member. ‘Are you actually okay with this? You’re bringing an end to the will of the group.’

‘Reito, stop,’ Chifune snapped like she was scolding him, but her eyes weren’t as sharp as her voice.

‘Hey,’ Katsushige called, his tone clear. ‘You said you wouldn’t interfere.’

‘I’m not interfering. I’m providing an opinion. A suggestion for the good of the group.’

‘You’re pretty arrogant for a kid. And an outsider.’

‘I’m not an outsider. I’m speaking for Aunt . . . for Advisor Yanagisawa.’

‘Cut the crap.’

‘Calm down. Just a moment,’ Masakazu said, yet again stepping in to mediate. He slowly sat in his chair and folded his arms. ‘If he speaks on behalf of the advisor, then we can’t very well ignore him. Let’s hear what he has to say. You said we’re bringing an end to the will of the group. What do you mean by that?’

‘Exactly what it sounds like,’ Reito said. ‘Yanattsu Corporation is the core of the Yanagisawa Group. The management ideals of the Yanagisawa Group have their foundation in the will of the Yanagisawa family, passed down for generations. That will is formed of three concepts.’ Reito held up three fingers. ‘Those concepts are hard work, cooperation and frugality. I’m sure you’re aware of them as well, Mr Yanagisawa.’

‘Of course I am. I can’t count the number of times my parents told me, “Work hard, work with others, and work to save money.” ’

‘Exactly. I imagine they did say that to you. But, will, its nature means you could never express it completely with words alone. Will is a soul, a way of life. Leaders throughout the generations have passed that down to their successors in the form of business and work. Chifune, who is the only person currently in the Yanagisawa family who has received that will through the camphor tree, has put that will into practice, and Hotel Yanagisawa is a symbol of that. It remains as a manifestation of her ideals and convictions. Those will never grow old. They can be useful signposts to lead us into the future. In fact, they are currently holding up the Yanagisawa Group.’

Reito looked around at all the board members then back to Masakazu.

‘Not long ago, I stayed at a Yanattsu Hotel,’ he continued. ‘It was a great hotel, but its overall feel and the size of the rooms was completely different from Hotel Yanagisawa. I bet that’s because it has a completely different customer base. Even so, I could tell that the ideals that hotel was based on were the same. Noise, for example. The rooms in Hotel Yanagisawa are incredibly quiet. Even if you close your eyes and listen closely, you can’t hear a single sound. This happened because a customer once complained about the clock on the wall being noisy, so all the clocks were replaced with ones without a second hand. Ever since then, Hotel Yanagisawa has aimed for quiet. They did in-depth investigations into what made noise in the guest rooms and found there was noise coming from the fluorescent lightbulbs, the minifridge and the air-conditioning unit, and they put countermeasures in place for all of these. The minifridge in the Yanattsu Hotel had an off switch because of those lessons learned.

‘Another thing is that in Hotel Yanagisawa, the guest room is divided into a separate bedroom and living room, and they realised that guests prefer the bedroom to be nice and compact because it’s annoying to have to get up again once you’ve lain down in bed. In the same way, the bed in the Yanattsu Hotel was large compared to the size of the room, and the room was laid out so guests could reach all sorts of things while still in bed.

‘Hotel Yanagisawa acted as a guide even when it came to choosing land, because it told you what not to do. Hotel Yanagisawa, being a hotel for tourism, had to be conscious of things like how it looks in the city, access, and even the shape of the plot of land it was built on, while Yanattsu Hotel could boldly ignore all that, which made it easy to purchase land. That ended up with rooms that aren’t rectangular, but you decided that didn’t matter to guests.

‘There are other countless ways Hotel Yanagisawa has influenced the evolution of the group’s hotels, but the one thing we can’t forget, the thing I most want to point out,’ Reito said, stepping forward to stand by Chifune, ‘is that the vast majority of these ideas came from her, Chifune Yanagisawa. The pamphlet in the Yanattsu Hotel implied the hotel was made to revolutionise the group’s hospitality branch and that this was done by the current CEO and executives. The thing is, without Chifune’s advice, you wouldn’t have been able to do what you did. She’s even the one who recommended the modern styling for the logo.

‘Then, in the pamphlet, there was a “CEO set”, which was a breakfast set meal guests could have in the café there. Five hundred yen for a small serving of hayashi rice, a side salad and coffee. Apparently, it was what you liked to eat, the busy CEO. The pamphlet said the cornerstone of hospitality was to serve to the customers what you’d like to eat, to provide the service you would like to receive. But I’d heard Chifune say that exact same thing before when I was eating the early morning curry in Hotel Yanagisawa. It wasn’t coincidence that made them the same. You have been influenced by her, and now you’re all trying to forget everything she’s accomplished. You’re trying to erase it. And I know that times change, it happens. People grow old eventually. But is it wise to go as far as erasing the accomplishments of a great person? Is it all right to keep the will of the Yanagisawa family from being passed down? Can the Yanagisawa Group flourish like that? And so, I’ll ask one more time: are you all really okay with this?’

After letting it all out, Reito closed his eyes. His armpits were soaked with sweat. He could feel it running down his temples.

He opened his eyes and hesitantly looked towards Chifune. She was blinking a lot, her eyes rimmed with red.

The room was silent. Reito had no idea what everyone was thinking about him right now. He was so scared he couldn’t lift his head to look at them.

Clap, clap, clap.

Reito looked up at the sound. Masakazu was clapping, but his expression was icy. ‘Thank you for that riveting speech,’ he said. ‘Well done. Have you said what you want to?’ His voice was emotionless and curt.

Reito was about to snap at him for the insulting wording, but Chifune stopped him.

‘Reito,’ she said. ‘Let’s go.’

He looked at the others. They all had pity in their eyes. The pointlessness of it all overwhelmed him, and he followed Chifune to the door without another word.

*

‘So, that was what you were planning to do when you stole my planner out of my handbag,’ she said once they were out of the meeting room and walking down the hallway.

‘I’m sorry. I just . . . wanted to say something in the board meeting, no matter what.’

‘Why?’

‘Because I didn’t think you would. Even though I know you have regrets and a lot of things you want to say.’

‘Regrets. Yes, those are expressed by the camphor tree as well.’ She stopped in place. ‘When did you receive my will?’

‘The day after last full moon. There wasn’t a reservation that night, luckily.’

‘How did you know I’d left my will with the tree?’

‘The night you told me to go to Shibuya and that you would be covering the duties of the keeper, the name in the communion record was Kōkichi Iikura, but I ran into him and checked. He hadn’t gone to commune. That’s when I realised you were the person who communed that night.’

Chifune blinked in surprise. ‘You know Mr Iikura?’

‘We’ve met at the public baths. I told you before.’

‘Huh. I don’t remember that. It must have slipped my mind.’ Her expression darkened.

‘I’m sorry. I should apologise for receiving your will without permission. I just really wanted to know what sort of will you left . . .’

‘I see. I hadn’t intended to tell you about it for a while, but what’s done is done.’ She started walking but then stopped again. ‘But that means that you know my resignation was my suggestion.’

‘Yes.’ He nodded. ‘And I know why.’

‘And yet you still insisted on that long speech?’

‘That’s exactly why I had to say all that. I had to express it for you.’

Chifune’s gaze fell to the ground, her lips pressed tight. They started to move, but then she simply walked off without saying anything.
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Reito received the message from Yūmi saying the piece was finished one afternoon a week before Christmas. He immediately phoned her.

‘That’s amazing. What’s the piece like?’ he asked.

She grumbled a bit then said, ‘I can’t really explain it too well. It’d be best if you heard it.’

‘Hell yeah I want to hear it. Is it recorded? Would you bring me a recording?’

‘I can, but I’d rather you heard it performed live.’

‘I’d love to if I can. When? Where? That studio in Shibuya again?’

‘Actually, we’re planning to have Minako perform it at my grandma’s care home on Christmas Eve.’

‘Oh, at the care home?’

‘There’s this cute little music hall inside. I guess they sometimes have amateur musicians come in to entertain the residents.’

‘Your dad did say he wanted your grandma to hear the song.’

‘Yeah. That was the whole point of making it.’

‘Okay. You said Christmas Eve, right? I’ll definitely be there. Could you send me the exact time and place?’

‘I’ll message you later with that. Also, Dad said he’d like your aunt to come too.’

‘He would?’

‘Because he communed so many times, and she was so helpful throughout the whole process.’

Chifune had actually been involved with more of Toshiaki’s communions than Reito had.

‘All right,’ he said. ‘I’ll talk to her.’

‘Thank you. It’d make my dad happy.’

According to her, the care home was in Chōfu, just west of Tokyo.

After they finished the call, Reito went to clean the shrine hall, which was when Chifune arrived, conveniently timed. She was going to be showing him how to make the candles.

He told her about the performance, and she said, ‘So, he wants to have his mother listen to the piece his brother composed for her . . . But doesn’t she have dementia? Will she be able to understand the music in her condition?’

‘I think he’ll be happy even if just a little bit gets through to her. I think it would be incredible if it did work, don’t you?’

‘Of course I do, just . . .’

‘Let’s go hear it too. Communion with the camphor tree had a big part in recreating the piece. I do feel it’s part of my duty as keeper, but honestly, I’m mostly just curious about what the music sounds like.’

Chifune smiled; her eyes crinkled as she gave him a meaningful look.

‘What?’ he asked. ‘Did I say something weird?’

‘No,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘I was just thinking it seems you’re turning into a responsible grown man and that I feel comfortable leaving the camphor tree in your care.’

‘Oh. Thanks. Uh. Thank you, I mean.’ Had she ever complimented him before? Even he knew his face was turning red.

‘Very well,’ she said. ‘I’d like to hear the music as well. Please tell the Sajis I’d be happy to attend.’

‘Okay.’ He took his phone out of his pocket. As he was writing the message, he glanced sideways at Chifune. The evening sun outlined her profile as she stared somewhere off into the distance.

The sky was clear that morning on Christmas Eve. As always, Reito was tidying the shrine grounds and caring for the camphor tree. After having lunch, he hopped on his bike and peddled to the Yanagisawa manor. There was a large, jet-black saloon parked out front with a man, presumably the driver, standing beside it. He bowed his head when he saw Reito, who returned the gesture.

Reito went inside. The first thing he said when he saw Chifune was, ‘Did you hire a chauffeur?’

‘I did. I looked into public transportation options to the care home, but it didn’t seem easy getting there by train.’ She said it like it wasn’t that big a deal.

‘Wow. I’ve never seen one before. Can I get a lift too?’

‘Of course. Why would we need to travel separately?’

‘I don’t know. I’m not an employee of the Yanagisawa Group.’

‘Don’t worry about that. Besides, it’s reserved under my name, not the company’s.’

Reito pumped his fists in victory. ‘Wait, I messed up. I should be wearing something nicer if I’m being chauffeured.’ He had on his usual hiking jacket. It was some of his best clothing, but it was still just ordinary clothes.

‘What you’re wearing is perfectly fine. Besides, today is not about you. Don’t let one little chauffeur intimidate you,’ she said sternly.

‘Right,’ he said, sticking his tongue out as he nodded. Oddly, he felt more comfortable lately when she scolded him than when she complimented him.

The two stepped outside and the driver opened the car door for them. Reito slid in after Chifune. The driver even closed the door for them. Reito had definitely never been treated like this before.

The high-end saloon was amazingly comfortable inside. There were all sorts of switches next to the seats that let you change the angle of the backrest or position of the seat however you wanted, and the driver handled the car smoothly and with consideration. Reito thought he might fall asleep if he wasn’t careful.

‘This is amazing,’ he said. ‘All those people at that board meeting probably get driven around like this all the time, don’t they? Makes me realise they live in a different world from me.’

‘Are you jealous?’

‘Jealous? Hm. I don’t know. If I had that much money, I think there’re other things I’d want to spend it on.’

‘What if they have enough money that they spend everything they want on those things and still have more left over that they then spend on things like this?’

‘That’s what it’s like? That’s way beyond what I can even imagine. I give up.’

‘Don’t say that. Try to imagine it. The world is a pyramid, and people are the stones that make it up. See the shape of the pyramid and imagine where in it you are. That’s where it all starts. Whether you aim for higher or fall lower is entirely up to you.’ At that point, Chifune frowned and asked, ‘What is it? Is there something on my face?’

‘No,’ Reito waved the question off. He’d been staring at her. ‘I know you’ve got it figured out. You have this gigantic pyramid in your head and you’re always checking where you are in it.’

She let out a slow breath. ‘That’s right. You have already received my will. Is it pointless to explain it again in words?’

‘No. Just because I received your will doesn’t mean I completely understand you. I still want you to teach me things.’

‘Do you really mean that?’

‘Of course. I want to know more about life. I’m always learning when I’m with you.’

Her expression softened and she shook her head. ‘You really are good with words.’

‘Thank you.’

‘That wasn’t a compliment.’

‘It wasn’t?’

‘At least learn to understand sarcasm.’

‘Of course. Thank you for the lesson.’

Reito’s eyes caught the driver’s in the rearview mirror. He was smiling.

After driving for an hour, they arrived at the care home. It was a brand-new building, not many storeys tall, and surrounded by greenery. When they were at the front entrance, Reito phoned Yūmi, and she said she’d be right out.

She appeared before long, and Reito introduced her to Chifune.

‘I’m sorry for all the trouble my dad put you through,’ Yūmi said to Chifune, her hands clasped in front of her chest.

‘It not a problem in the slightest,’ Chifune said. ‘I actually think it’s incredible that he was trying to recreate the piece his brother composed in his head. I’ve been overseeing communions for decades but have never experienced something like this before.’

‘Dad would be happy to hear that.’

Yūmi then led them to the music hall. It was on the first floor and was, according to Yūmi, also sometimes used by the film club for screenings.

They entered to find rows of folding chairs set up in a space that could seat a hundred people. About half of the chairs were already occupied, mostly by the elderly residents. A stage had been set up at the front and held a grand piano. Next to the piano was a sign that said, ‘Christmas Concert’.

‘We decided we may as well give the other residents the chance to hear it,’ Yūmi said. She seemed confident in the piece.

There were no assigned seats, but Yūmi said she imagined the sound quality was the best near the centre of the room. As they debated where they should sit, Toshiaki appeared at the entrance with a woman following behind, likely his wife. She had the same determination in her features as Yūmi did.

‘Ms Yanagisawa, thank you so much for coming all the way out today,’ Toshiaki said with a bow to Chifune.

‘Not at all. I’m looking forward to it,’ she replied.

‘I’m glad to hear it. Sorry for dragging you out too, Reito. I’m sure you’re busy.’

‘I definitely want to hear the song,’ Reito said. ‘How did it turn out in the end?’

‘Well . . . I think you’ll get the answer to that when you hear it,’ Toshiaki said as if trying to rein in his emotions, not wanting to say more than necessary.

‘Oh, Grandma,’ Yūmi said, turning to the door.

Reito looked and saw an elderly woman being led by a woman in a white nurse’s uniform. The elderly woman was small in stature, wore glasses and walked with a cane. A floral cardigan was bundled around her shoulders. Yūmi reminded Reito that her name was Takako Saji.

Toshiaki and his wife hurried over to Takako to assist her. She proceeded slowly, with them helping. Her expression was emotionless, and her eyes were barely focused.

Led by the others, Takako came over to Reito and the others, muttering something as she settled into a chair. He picked up words like ‘school’ and ‘lunch’.

‘She doesn’t often leave her room,’ Yūmi whispered in Reito’s ear. ‘But she’ll happily get ready to leave if you tell her she’s going on a school trip or to a sports match of some kind. I think she’s remembering her time in school.’

Once Takako had taken her place, Toshiaki and his wife sat on either side of her. Yūmi sat next to her father, then Reito and Chifune.

There was a steady stream of residents coming into the hall, and before long most of the seats were filled.

It was finally time. A middle-aged woman Reito assumed to be a worker at the care home came to the front and addressed the audience.

‘We’re about to begin our special Christmas concert,’ she said. ‘Playing piano for us today is piano teacher and music critic Ms Minako Okazaki. Let’s welcome her with a round of applause.’

Minako approached the stage from the left. She was wearing a red dress, and her hair had been done beautifully for the day. Her makeup was a little on the bold side but not in any way lacking in elegance. She smiled and bowed to the audience’s applause.

She turned to the piano. The smile left her face, and the applause stopped. She slowly approached it, then sat on the bench.

After a moment of silence, her arms moved and out rang the powerful sound of the piano.

The moment she started playing, Reito realised this was completely different. It was, of course, the same piece he’d heard in that studio in Shibuya, but the layering of the sounds, the complexity of the composition and the detail of the piece were completely incomparable to before. The overall feel was entirely different, like the difference between an unadorned piece of fabric and a complete embroidered tapestry.

The rhythm that entered his ears reverberated deep within his body, and as he was savouring the echo, it developed into a new sound. He found himself entranced by the way his body reacted to the music. He felt he could release himself into the sound and stay there for ever.

Something unexpected pulled Reito out of that near meditative state. It was a quiet voice, struggling to come out. It sounded something like ‘Kuo . . . Kuo . . .’ and was coming from his right.

He looked over and saw Yūmi craning her neck in the same direction. Toshiaki was there. He was acting oddly.

Then someone stood: Yūmi’s grandmother, Takako Saji. She was the one making the sounds. ‘Kuo . . . Kuo . . .’

Reito finally picked up what she was saying. She was saying, ‘Kikuo.’

‘It’s Kikuo’s . . . Kikuo’s piano . . . Kikuo . . .’ she repeated over and over, as if possessed.

‘Mum?’ Toshiaki said, standing as well.

‘Kikuo’s playing. It’s Kikuo. Oh, Kikuo. Kikuo, oh, Kikuo . . .’ She brought her hands to her mouth and large tears spilled from her eyes.

Toshiaki placed his hand on her shoulder. ‘That’s right. This is Kikuo’s piece. Mum, it’s his piece. He wrote it for you. Even though he couldn’t hear, he composed this piece in his head, only in his head. Listen.’

Minako’s performance was reaching its climax. Reito held his breath as he watched her powerful form playing the piano.

Yūmi walked Reito and Chifune to the front entrance of the care home.

‘Dad wanted me to thank you for everything you’ve done,’ she told Chifune. Toshiaki and his wife had taken Takako back to her room.

‘It was wonderful,’ Chifune said. ‘Thank you for letting me hear such an incredible performance. Your grandmother seemed happy. I believe your uncle rests in peace in heaven now.’

‘I think so too. I feel like Grandma was back to her old self when she was listening to the music. Maybe it was just wishful thinking, though.’

‘I don’t think so. I think you’re right. It was a blessing for her.’

Yūmi nodded then turned to Reito. ‘Dad wanted me to thank you for everything too.’

‘It’s all right.’ He wanted to continue to say that what he really wanted was to go out to eat with her again, but he couldn’t get the words out. He wasn’t enough of a grown man to manage that.

‘Shall we go, Reito?’ Chifune said.

‘Yeah,’ he said, then looked at Yūmi. ‘See you.’

‘Can I come back and visit some time?’ she said. ‘The tree, I mean.’

Reito nodded vigorously. ‘Of course. I’ll keep an eye out for you.’

‘Good.’ She smiled. Looking at that expression, Reito decided to be happy to have got that much today.

He pretended to sleep in the car on the way home. He wanted to talk to Chifune but about something the driver shouldn’t overhear. Since his eyes were closed, he didn’t know what she was doing. Most likely looking over that planner of hers. If not, maybe she was watching the scenery go by out the window while she reflected on the events of earlier.

When he felt the car slowing down, presumably coming up to the Yanagisawa manor, Reito pretended to wake up. He rubbed his face and looked around as if confused. ‘Where are we?’

‘We’ll be arriving shortly,’ the driver said. Chifune remained silent.

The car stopped in front of the manor, and, yet again, the driver opened the door for them. Reito stepped out and stretched. ‘Man, I slept great.’

Once the car had pulled away, Chifune took her key out of her handbag and approached the gate. Before unlocking the door, however, she turned back to face Reito and asked, ‘What are your plans for the rest of the day? Would you like a cup of tea?’

‘Uh, I’m not sure . . .’ He honestly wasn’t. He did want to talk to Chifune but felt hesitant at the idea of the two of them sitting in a room facing each other across a table. ‘I think I’ll head home,’ he finally said.

‘All right.’ She looked down at the ground for a moment, then back to him. ‘Thank you for today. That experience was precious.’

‘You don’t have to thank me. But I . . .’ Reito looked down and wet his lips before looking back up. ‘I was curious what you thought. What you felt when you saw Yūmi’s grandma.’

‘What I felt?’

‘Yeah. Like . . . did you feel bad for her? Or even jealous?’

She bit her lip, searching for a response.

‘Aunt Chifune,’ Reito said. ‘It might not be so bad.’

She looked at him with confusion, not understanding what he was talking about.

‘Forgetting, I mean,’ he said. ‘Is it really so bad? Is it so horrible? Your ability to remember things starts to go and you forget all the little things that happen in a day, but does it really matter?’

Chifune gave him a resigned smile. ‘I guess I didn’t manage to hide it, did I? I thought I’d managed not to think about it when I was leaving my will, but there’s no tricking the camphor tree.’

‘You’re the one who told me the camphor tree expresses everything.’

‘I am. That’s exactly why I didn’t tell you I’d left my will. But you communed anyway and found out.’ She sighed and fixed her eyes on him. ‘You found out that I’m showing symptoms of dementia.’

‘Receiving your will made me certain of it, but it wasn’t like I’d never noticed before.’

Her eyebrow quirked up. ‘Really?’

‘When we went to buy me a suit, my Sunday best, you fumbled with my name. You said you were trying to decide how to address me, but I thought that might not be the truth.’

‘Ah . . . I see.’

‘And then the day of the banquet, you called me to tell me to go get my hair cut, that you meant to tell me the day before but forgot. But you didn’t forget. You had told me to get my hair cut. It was already short when you called me. I thought that was weird. It’s when I really started to think you were getting more forgetful.’

‘Your hair? Oh, yes.’

‘Something similar happened when we were staying at Hotel Yanagisawa. I fell asleep and was late for dinner, but you didn’t say anything about that. You’d also forgotten we’d agreed to have dinner, hadn’t you?’

‘You’re right. I realised when you apologised that I’d forgotten we’d had plans.’

‘You forgot because you didn’t write it in your planner.’

She nodded, her eyes half closed. ‘That’s right.’

‘That yellow planner,’ he said pointing towards her handbag, ‘is your memory. More specifically, it’s your short-term memory. You remember things from long ago well, but you forget a lot of recent things. That’s why you always note down something that you can’t let yourself forget. Before you’re due to meet someone or even while you’re talking to them, you sometimes check what’s inside to keep your forgetfulness from interfering with your communication. Honestly, you’ve done a great job. I had a vague idea of what was going on, but I didn’t think it was bad enough to be an actual illness. I thought you were just getting a bit forgetful in your old age. In reality, you’ve just managed to overcome it with your adaptability and good use of your planner.’

She opened her handbag and took the small book out. ‘I noticed something was wrong about a year ago,’ she said quietly. ‘I was forgetting plans with others more often, buying the same product multiple times. Unsure of what to do, I went to the doctor and was diagnosed with mild cognitive impairment. It’s essentially the precursor to dementia. It appears to be Alzheimer’s, the most common form of dementia. Even though they can slow its progress to a degree, there is no stopping it. They told me my symptoms are only going to get worse. That’s why I needed to do what I could while I was still able to function without significant impediment. Though, in terms of the company, I could solve the issue by resigning. The thing I was most concerned about was communion, what to do about the keeper of the camphor tree. I needed to find a successor, and soon.’

‘And you chose me?’

‘I didn’t settle on you right away. You are the closest relation to me, but I hadn’t seen you in years. I had no idea what sort of person you’d grown into. My other choices were Masakazu’s or Katsushige’s children, but they are separated from me by six degrees of relation. That is far too much. I was at a complete loss, and that’s when I received a phone call from Fumi telling me you’d been arrested.’

‘You must have been disappointed I was such a failure.’

‘It would be a lie to say I wasn’t disheartened. I didn’t need you to be an excellent person, but it is true I had wanted you to be someone who didn’t cause trouble for others, someone who lived on the straight and narrow.’

Reito couldn’t help agreeing with her. He probably would have felt the same in her position.

‘But you still tried to have me take over for you,’ he said.

‘Yes, and I’m sure you know the reason for that now, having received my will.’

‘To make it up to my mum . . .’

‘Perhaps it’s inappropriate to say this about myself, but I am proud of the life I’ve lived. I didn’t marry or have children. I never made anything resembling a family. Instead, I am proud to say I built up so much. But there is one thing I can never forgive myself for, and that is that I never once acted as a sister for my only sibling. I was such a fool.’

She let out a heavy sigh then lifted her chin. Her eyes were red, and tears were beginning to leak from the corners.

Reito couldn’t bring himself to say anything. Communing meant he fully understood her pain. Her remorse began with her father’s remarrying. She continued to berate herself for being unable to simply be happy for him. She remained stubborn and unable to open her heart, and it was certain that her father regretted until the day he died being unable to bring them together into one family. Surely what he wanted more than anything in the world was for his two daughters to become close, despite having different mothers.

Chifune herself had actually wanted that as well. She’d been shocked when she received the news that her remarried father was having another child, but she couldn’t deny the warmth she felt in her heart when she first laid eyes on the baby, her little sister, her only sibling.

How many times had she wondered what life would have been like if she’d only held her in her arms? But she never did, and they never forged the bonds of sisterhood.

And in the end, she abandoned her. She didn’t simply drift away. She hadn’t argued when Michie suggested they cut ties, and actually went ahead and tore those ties to bits, not caring that Michie was embarking on the rocky path of single motherhood with her new baby boy. The next time she saw her sister, she was a corpse.

She couldn’t help lamenting what a fool she’d been. She never reached a hand towards her sister, who could never be replaced. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to, or that it was an annoyance to do so. She actually wanted to spoil her sister, to love her, to be with her, to pick out clothes for her when she was a little girl, do up her hair, walk around town with her all dressed up exactly as she wanted, to eat delicious food together, to experience fun things together, to laugh together.

But she didn’t. Not couldn’t. Didn’t. All because of something as unimportant as pride and as trivial as honour. She lied to herself, even though she knew pride and honour were worth nothing.

Michie’s death left deep wounds on Chifune’s heart, and she refused to acknowledge them for a long time. As she had done for so long, she lied to herself.

But when she learned about Reito, she could no longer sit and do nothing. She decided it was finally the time to do what she hadn’t for Michie.

‘I’m sure you’re aware that it was a two birds with one stone situation,’ Chifune said as she wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. ‘I wanted to apologise to Michie by helping you and turning you into a real adult. At the same time, I could train the next keeper of the camphor tree and solve that problem as well.’

‘But you’re not anywhere close to accomplishing that.’ He spread his arms wide and said, ‘Look at me, I’m still not a proper adult and I’m not experienced enough as the keeper. I still need your strength.’

‘My strength?’ She shook her head weakly. ‘I don’t have any strength left. I’m simply a useless old woman. That unofficial board meeting after the party, I know it wasn’t that they’d excluded me. You know what happened that night.’

‘Yes. You forgot.’

‘I forgot. I forgot there was going to be a board meeting. After leaving the banquet hall that night, I was at a complete loss. I had no idea what I was supposed to be doing next. You weren’t there, and there was nothing written in my planner. I wandered the hotel then walked outside. Luckily, you found me then. I learned I had the board meeting when you asked me. Not remembered. I only then found out. The memory had completely disappeared. But I was already used to dealing with that sort of situation by then. I made up a lie on the spot. It was because of forgetting the meeting that I forever lost any chance I had at saving Hotel Yanagisawa.’

‘I ran into Masakazu after that. I questioned him about that, about him excluding you. He said it was a matter for adults.’

‘Masakazu is the only one I’ve told about my illness, because I would feel guilty if I happened to cause any trouble. I imagine he quickly realised what had happened. He’s a better man than you think he is. Even without the help of the camphor tree, he does carry on the will of the Yanagisawa family.’

If what she said was true, then Reito agreed. Someone like him could never rival someone like Masakazu.

‘What happened at the banquet was the nail in the coffin,’ she continued. ‘It was time to close the curtain on my time. I had found someone to look after the camphor tree, after all.’

‘I’m still not ready to do it.’

‘Don’t worry. You can handle it on your own. I’ve already told you, I plan to travel. I believe I asked you to look after things while I was gone.’

Reito straightened his back and looked straight into her eyes. ‘I don’t mind if you travel, I can take care of things during then. But you have to promise me one thing, that you’ll come back. Promise me you’ll come back. And that small vial in the drawer of the Buddhist altar in your house? I won’t let you take it with you. I’m going to get rid of the contents while you’re away.’

The white powder in the vial was a powerful dose of arsenic. Back in some corner of Chifune’s mind there had been an image of her going off somewhere to some unknown land and taking that white powder. Reito had picked that up through the camphor tree.

She looked at him with sorrowful eyes. ‘You don’t understand. You’re still young. The things I want to remember, the things that are precious to me, they’re slipping through my fingers like sand. Do you understand how terrifying that is? I’m forgetting the faces of people I know. Someday I’ll even forget you. What’s worse, I won’t even remember that I’ve forgotten. Do you understand how heartbreaking and painful that is?’

‘I don’t, but you also don’t know what sort of world that is yet, do you? If you don’t even know you’ve forgotten, then it won’t be a world of suffering. In a way, it’ll be a whole new world for you. If the data you have disappears, you can just write in new data, can’t you? The you of tomorrow might not be the you of today, but that’s still okay. I’ll accept you, the Chifune of tomorrow. Is that so bad?’

She blinked then stared at him, her lips softening after a moment. ‘Do you have any idea what I’m thinking right now?’

‘No. What?’

‘How jealous I am of Michie. How utterly jealous I am that she was able to live with such a wonderful son, even if for such a short time. It must have been very fulfilling.’

‘Aw, Aunt Chifune . . .’

‘Looks like we’ve meandered down the road towards mushy subjects. Let’s get back on track. There is something I’d like to inform you of. It doesn’t really matter to me at this point, but I thought you might like to know.’ She opened her planner. ‘Yanattsu Corporation have contacted me to inform me they have decided to allow Hotel Yanagisawa to remain in operation for another year. After that, they will reopen discussions on what to do with it. It seems your excellent speech worked.’

‘They’re keeping the hotel open?’

Chifune closed the planner with a snap. ‘I’d like to ask you something. Should I live a little longer? Is there any value in that?’

He didn’t know how to answer that. He waved one hand in frustration and said, ‘I want to leave these feelings with the camphor tree. I can’t put them into words. I want to express them to you through the tree.’

‘Thank you, but we don’t need the tree for this. There’s something I’ve only just understood, that there are some things that can only be expressed through engaging with each other like this.’

She reached towards him with a thin hand, which he took in both of his, and he felt as if her feelings, her will, were passing into him.
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