


1. The Witnesses

On the evening of the thirteenth of January, Tatsuo Yasuda invited
one of his clients to join him at the Koyuki restaurant in Akasaka.
His guest was a senior official at one of the government ministries.

Yasuda was the president of a company that sold industrial
machinery. The company had grown considerably in recent years, a
success it was rumoured to owe to its large number of contracts
with the government. This explained why Yasuda often brought
important officials like tonight’s guest to the Koyuki.

Yasuda liked the restaurant. It wasn't the fanciest in this part of
Tokyo, but that was precisely what gave it such an informal, relaxing
atmosphere — and the waitresses who served in the private dining
rooms were all more than up to the task. Yasuda was considered a
good customer. He was happy to splash his cash around — or, as he
liked to call it, his “capital’. His clients were all the type to enjoy this
extravagance. Still, no matter how friendly he was to the waitresses,
he took care never to reveal much about his guests.

A bribery scandal had been in the news since the previous
autumn, centring on a certain government ministry. A number of
companies doing business with the ministry were also said to
be involved. So far only a few lower-ranking officials had been
implicated, but the newspapers were predicting that by spring the
scandal would have spread to the ministry’s upper echelons.

As a result, Yasuda had become even more discreet about his
guests’ identities. There were clients he had brought seven or eight
times, whom the waitresses knew by affectionate nicknames like



Seicho Matsumoto

‘Ko-san’ or ‘Wu-san’ — and yet, while they realized most of these
guests were government officials of some sort, they learned nothing
further about them.

In any case, it didn’t matter who they were. Yasuda was the one
footing the bill. All they needed to do at the Koyuki was keep him
happy.

Tatsuo Yasuda was around forty years old, with a broad fore-
head and a rather sharp nose. He had a dark complexion, kind eyes,
and eyebrows so thick they could almost have been painted on.
He radiated the easy confidence of an experienced businessman.
Despite his popularity with the waitresses, it seemed he never had
designs on any of them, instead showing the same friendliness to
each.

His designated waitress was Toki, for the simple reason that she
had been the one to serve him on his first visit. While they were on
good enough terms, it seemed their relationship had never gone
beyond the walls of the Koyuki.

Toki was twenty-six but with her beautiful pale skin could easily
have passed for twenty. Her large black eyes made quite the impres-
sion on guests. When one of them addressed her, she would glance
up and flash them a smile she knew they would find enchanting. Her
oval face and delicate chin gave her a graceful profile.

It was no surprise, then, that several customers had attempted to
seduce her. Rather than living in, the waitresses came into the res-
taurant at around four every afternoon and headed home sometime
after eleven. Sometimes a customer would ambush Toki as she left
the restaurant, asking her to meet him under the railway bridge at
Shinbashi. She couldn’t turn them down flat — they were customers
after all — so instead would breezily agree to their requests before
standing them up three or four times in a row. That way, as Toki was
explaining, the penny would usually drop.

‘Sometimes they're a little slow on the uptake. One turned up the
other day in a rage. Pinched me so hard I practically screamed!’

Still seated, Toki lifted her kimono, revealing to her colleagues a
small blueish patch on her pale knee.

“Well, what did you expect, leading him on like that!” said Yasuda,
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smiling as he tipped back his sake cup. The waitresses knew him well
enough that he was privy even to this kind of gossip.

‘Say, Ya-san, how come you never try it on with us?’ asked Yaeko.

‘What would be the point? Knowing you lot, you'd only stand
me up!’

Just listen to him! I know your type, Ya-san,” teased Kaneko,
another waitress.

‘Oh, I don’t know what you're implying -

‘It’s no use, Kane-chan,” cut in Toki. “‘We’re all smitten with Mr
Yasuda, but he barely even looks at us. I wouldn’t waste your time.’

‘Hmph!” said Kaneko, flashing a grin.

It was just as Toki had said: the waitresses at the Koyuki were
quite taken with Yasuda, and if he’d ever made approaches they
would have been well received. His looks and personality made him
an irresistible choice.

That evening, after seeing his guest off at the entrance, Yasuda
had returned to the private room to relax with a drink. When he
turned to Yaeko and her colleague Tomiko and asked, ‘By the way,
you two — how about I take you out for a meal tomorrow?” they
jumped at the offer.

‘But what about Toki? Why don’t you invite her too?" asked
Tomiko, casting her eyes around for her friend, who had left the
room on some errand or another.

‘Let’s make it just the two of you. I'll take Toki another time. I
can’t have you all skipping out on work.’

This was true. The waitresses were supposed to be at the rest-
aurant by four and would arrive late if they ate out beforehand. It
wouldn’t do for all three of them to join him.

“That’s settled then. I'll see you at three thirty, at the Levante in
Yarakucho,” said Yasuda, his eyes crinkling as he smiled.

2

When Tomiko walked into the Levante at around three thirty the
next day, she found Yasuda drinking a coffee at a table in the back.
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He greeted her and gestured to the seat opposite. It felt odd seeing
him here, rather than in the usual setting of the restaurant, and she
found herself blushing as she sat down.

‘Oh, no Yaeko yet?’

‘She’ll be along any moment,” replied Yasuda with a smile, then
ordered her a coffee. A few minutes later, Yaeko walked in, looking
similarly bashful. Dressed in kimonos that gave away their profes-
sion, the two waitresses stood out from the young couples filling the
café.

‘What kind of food do you two feel like? How about something
Western? Chinese? Maybe tempura, or eel?” asked Yasuda.

‘Western food,” they replied simultaneously. It seemed they were
already getting their fill of Japanese food at the restaurant.

The three of them left the Levante and headed towards Ginza.
The streets weren't too busy at this time of day and, though a cold
wind was blowing, the weather was fine. They walked at a leisurely
pace, crossing at the corner of Owari-cho towards the Matsuzakaya
department store. In stark contrast to the end-of-year holidays two
weeks earlier, Ginza was practically deserted.

‘Jam-packed on Christmas Eve, wasn’t it!” commented one of the
waitresses as they walked behind Yasuda. He led them up the steps
of the Coq d’Or. The restaurant, too, was almost empty.

‘Well, order whatever you like,” said Yasuda once they were
seated.

‘Oh, don’t worry, we'll have anything,” Yaeko and Tomiko replied,
out of politeness. But once the menu was in their hands they began
debating their options at length. They seemed to be struggling to
decide.

Yasuda’s eyes darted to his wristwatch. This didn’t escape Yaeko,
who turned and asked, ‘Oh dear, Ya-san — somewhere you need
to be?’

‘No, not particularly. It’s just that I'm off to Kamakura this even-
ing,” replied Yasuda, his hands clasped on the table.

‘Oh, we're sorry. Tomiko, we should hurry up and choose!’

And so they finally reached a decision. The meal began with a
soup course and took quite a long time to finish. The three of them
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chatted about this and that. Yasuda seemed to be enjoying himself.
When the fruit was served, he glanced again at his watch.

“Time to be heading off?’

‘Not quite yet,” replied Yasuda. But when their coffee arrived he
pushed back his cuft once more.

“You need to get going, don’t you? We’ll make ourselves scarce,’
said Yaeko, making to leave.

‘Hmm . . . Yasuda, puffing on a cigarette, narrowed his eyes as if
to think. "To be honest, I'll feel a little lonely if we part ways like this.
How about you see me off at Tokyo station?” It was hard to tell from
his expression whether he was joking or serious.

The two waitresses looked at each other. They were already late
for work, and going to the station would only delay them further.
But behind Yasuda’s casual tone they detected a peculiar serious-
ness. Perhaps he really did feel lonely. And there was the fact that he
had just treated them to a meal. No, it would hardly do for them to
turn him down.

‘Of course.” It was Tomiko who replied first, and decisively. T1l
just phone the Koyuki and tell them we’ll be a little late,” she said.
She returned shortly afterwards, a smile on her face. “That’s all
sorted. Now, let’s see you oft.”

‘Sorry to put you out like this,” said Yasuda as he rose from his
seat. He glanced at his wrist once again. The man certainly looks at
his watch a lot, thought the waitresses.

“Which train are you getting?’ asked Yaeko.

“The 6.12, or the one after that. It’s twenty-five to six now, so if we
leave right away we’ll be there in good time,” Yasuda said, hurrying
off to pay the bill.

It was a five-minute taxi ride to the station. On the way, Yasuda
apologized again.

‘Oh, don’t worry, Ya-san, it’s the least we can do,” said Yaeko.

“Yes, it’s really no bother!” added Tomiko.

When they arrived, Yasuda bought his ticket and gave the wait-
resses platform tickets. His train to Kamakura, on the Yokosuka line,
left from platform 13. The electronic clock showed almost six o’clock.

‘Ah, good. I'll catch the 6.12,” said Yasuda.
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His train had not yet arrived at the platform. As they waited, Yas-
udalooked east towards tracks 14 and 15, from which the long-distance
trains departed. One such train was currently waiting at platform 15.
The tracks in between were clear, giving them an unobstructed
view from where they were standing.

“That’s the Asakaze Express. Goes all the way down to Hakata in
Kyushu,” remarked Yasuda.

The platform was already buzzing with the excitement of an
imminent departure. Passengers bustled about in front of the train,
accompanied by those seeing them off.

It was then that Yasuda exclaimed: ‘Look! Isn’t that Toki?’

Yaeko and Tomiko, their eyes round with astonishment, turned
to see where he was pointing.

‘Oh, yes! That’s her all right,” said Yaeko excitedly. And indeed it
was Toki making her way through the crowd on platform 15. From
her elegant outfit and the suitcase in her hand, it was clear she was
about to board the train. Tomiko, finally spotting her, cried out:
‘Goodness, it is her!”

The waitresses were even more startled to see Toki chatting away
merrily to a young man at her side. They could only see the man in
profile, but he didn’t look familiar. He was wearing a dark overcoat
and carrying a small suitcase. The pair kept appearing and dis-
appearing as they threaded their way through the crowd on the
platform, heading for the rear of the train.

‘Where could they be going?” asked Yaeko, scarcely able to catch
her breath.

‘And who is he?” exclaimed Tomiko.

Unaware that she was being observed, Toki continued along the
platform with her companion. After a while, they stopped in front
of one of the carriages and appeared to check which number it was.
Then, the man leading the way, they boarded the train and dis-
appeared from view.
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‘Quite the dark horse, our Toki! Off to Kyushu with her boy-
friend, you reckon?” said Yasuda, grinning to himself.

The two waitresses stood rooted to the spot, their faces still
screwed up in surprise. They stared wordlessly at the carriage into
which Toki had disappeared as passengers continued to mill around
in front of the train.

‘T wonder . . ." said Yaeko after a moment. ‘Must be travelling a
long way if they're taking an express.’

“So she had a boyfriend all this time?’ asked Tomiko.

“Who would have thought it!’

Tomiko and Yaeko had both dropped their voices, as if they had
discovered something extraordinary.

In fact, neither of them knew much about Toki’s personal life.
She had never been one to talk about herself. They knew she wasn’t
married, and they’d never heard about any lovers or flings. In gen-
eral, women in their line of work were either entirely open with
their colleagues and wanted to talk about everything or they
wrapped themselves in silence. Toki was one of the silent ones. As a
result, the two waitresses were shocked to have stumbled across this
secret corner of her life.

Tm going over there to see who he is,” said Yaeko eagerly.

‘No, don’t. We should leave them to it!” said Yasuda.

‘Come on, Ya-san —aren’t you jealous?’

Yasuda laughed. “Why would I be? I'm off to see my wife!’

Soon the train for Kamakura pulled into platform 13, blocking
their view of platform 15 entirely. It would later be known that this
train had arrived at 6.or1.

Yasuda boarded his train, waving goodbye to the waitresses as he
climbed into the carriage. His train was due to leave in eleven min-
utes, and he would have a short wait on his hands. He leaned out of
the window and told the waitresses: Tl be all right from here, thank
you. Shouldn’t you be getting back?’

‘T suppose we should,” said Yaeko, who was in fact dying to rush
over to platform 15 and get a closer look at Toki’s companion. "Well,
we’ll be off then, Ya-san.’

‘Goodbye. And see you soon!’
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The two women shook his hand and took their leave. As they
walked down the stairs from the platform, Yaeko turned to her
friend.

“Tomi-chan, how about we go and take a look?

Tm not sure we should . .. replied Tomiko, but her show of
reluctance was less than convincing, and soon the two of them were
running back up another flight of stairs that led to platform 1s.

They found the right carriage and, standing among the crowd on
the platform, peeked through the window. In the train’s well-lit
interior, Toki and her companion were easy to spot.

‘Look at her, chattering away!” said Yaeko.

‘He’s pretty good-looking, too. How old do you reckon he is?’
said Tomiko, clearly more interested in Toki’s companion.

“Twenty-seven or so, I'd guess.” Yacko narrowed her gaze. ‘No,
twenty-nine, maybe.’

‘So a few years older than her.’

‘Let’s go and surprise her.”

‘No, Yae-chan, don’t!” Tomiko stopped her friend from climbing
on to the train. Then they watched for a little longer, until Tomiko
managed to drag Yaeko, who was still looking on enviously, away
from the scene.

‘Come on, let’s go. We're late.’

Back at the Koyuki, they immediately told the proprietress what
they had seen. She was just as startled as they’d been.

‘Well I never! Yesterday, she asked me for five or six days off so
she could visit her family home. She never said anything about a
man!’

‘Tsuppose that was just an excuse. Anyway, didn’t she say she was
from Akita, up north?’

‘And she always seemed so well-behaved! Just goes to show — you
can never tell with people. I bet they're strolling happily around
Kyoto or somewhere by now ... The three women exchanged
knowing looks.

The following evening, Yasuda returned to the Koyuki with
another client. After seeing his guest off as usual, he turned to
Yaeko. ‘No Toki today, I assume?’
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‘Not just today. She’s taken the whole week off!” replied Yaeko,
her eyebrows raised.

‘Has she now! Off on their honeymoon then, you reckon?” said
Yasuda, sipping his drink.

Tsuppose so. I just can’t believe it!

‘What’s so hard to believe? If anything, you girls should follow
her lead!’

‘No such luck for us. Unless you fancied whisking us away,
Ya-san?’

‘Ha, me? No chance. I couldn’t handle the lot of you.’

After chatting a little longer, Yasuda left the restaurant. He was
back again the next evening with another two clients. Again Yaeko
and Tomiko waited on him, and again their conversation turned to
Toki.

But it wasn’t long before Toki and her companion were found dead —
and in a rather unlikely location.



2. Double Suicide

Three stops before Hakata, coming from Moji on the Kagoshima
main line, there is a small station named Kashii. From there, the
road to the mountains leads to a former imperial shrine. Head
across the sea, however, and you reach a shore that looks out
across Hakata bay. It is a beautiful view: in front, a thin spit of land
known as Umi-no-Nakamichi girdles the bay, the half-island of Shi-
kanoshima rising from the sea at its farthest reach, while off to the
left the hazy outline of Nokonoshima island is faintly visible.

This section of shore, these days known simply as Kashii beach, was
once referred to as the ‘tidelands of Kashii'. In the eighth century, the
governor Otomo no Tabito, passing by, composed a celebrated poem:

Come all — on the tidelands of Kashii,
Let us gather seaweed for breakfast,

Our white sleeves grazing the water.

But the harsh present has no time for such lyricism. At around six
thirty on the cold morning of the twenty-first of January, a labourer
was making his way along the shore. Instead of gathering seaweed
for breakfast, he was heading to a factory in Najima.

It was barely dawn. A milky haze lay over the bay, through which
Umi-no-Nakamichi and Shikanoshima dimly emerged. The cold
wind was laced with brine. The labourer had turned up the collar of
his coat and walked briskly, his body hunched. This rugged beach
was the fastest route to the factory, and he walked along it every day.

I0
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But today that routine was broken. With his gaze cast down-
wards, he couldn’t miss them. Two bodies were lying on the dark
rocks, an unwelcome blight on this familiar landscape.

They were stretched out bleakly in the pale half-light of morning.
The hems of their clothing flapped in the cold wind but, other than
their hair, nothing moved. Their black shoes and white tabi socks
remained motionless. Bewildered, the labourer broke into a run,
diverting from his usual route and racing all the way to town, where
he rapped on the window of a small police station.

“There are bodies on the beach!’

‘Bodies?” The elderly policeman, who had just woken up, buttoned
his coat against the cold as he listened to this breathless visitor.

“Yes, sir. Two of them. A man and a woman.’

“Where are they?’ The policeman’s eyes had opened wide at the
sudden turn his morning had taken.

‘Not far from here. On the beach. I'll show you.”

‘Right. Just wait a moment.’

Although shaken, he had the presence of mind to write down the
labourer’s name and address and make a phone call to the main
Kashii police station. Then the two of them set off in a hurry. Their
breath hung white in the icy air.

When they reached the beach, the bodies were still lying there,
exposed to the sea wind. With the policeman now at his side, the
labourer could observe the bodies more calmly.

It was the woman who drew his attention first. She lay on her
back, facing upwards. Her eyes were closed, but her open mouth
revealed a set of bright white teeth. Her face was an almost rosy
pink. Beneath a dark grey winter coat she wore a maroon silk
kimono, its white collar slightly loose at the neck. Her clothes were
immaculate. Lying there gracefully, she seemed to be merely sleep-
ing. The hem of her kimono fluttered in the wind, revealing its
yellow lining. On her primly aligned feet were a pair of pristine
white tabi socks. There was no trace of dirt on them. Immediately
next to her, also neatly arranged, was a pair of plastic zori sandals.

Now the labourer turned his gaze to the man. His face was tilted
to the side. He, too, had the rosy cheeks of the living and resembled
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