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THE LONG TELEPHONE CALL IN LIEU OF A WAKE

“So how much do we get back from Golden?”

Before answering, Mitsuki, on the phone with her sister Natsuki, glanced once again at the numbers. On this late-fall night the window by the desk was closed, but instinctively she lowered her voice in reply. “Around seventeen million yen.”*

“What?” said Natsuki. “You mean they keep a whole ten million even though she was there such a short time?”

“Looks like it.”

“Golden” was the private, exclusive nursing home where their mother had been living. Its full name was Golden Years, but everyone always called it Golden. The home had charged an initial deposit of 27 million yen, far more than their mother’s dwindling savings would have covered. Funds for the deposit and the high monthly fees had come from selling the land in Chitose Funabashi, the Tokyo suburb where the family home had been. Their mother had actually lived in Golden just four and a half months before coming down with pneumonia. They had kept her room throughout her three-and-a-half-month stay in the hospital, making a total of eight months.

Once she saw that her mother’s death was imminent, Mitsuki had taken to opening Golden’s pamphlet and studying the page with the refund scale. Residents forfeited one-third of the deposit on moving in and the rest on a monthly basis over a seven-year period. She checked her calculations repeatedly, punching in the numbers on a desktop calculator until she was sure.

“I spent all that money, thinking she’d live another ten years,” said Mitsuki. “What an idiot.”

Pleated French lace curtains embroidered with a delicate floral design, two and a half times the width of the window: that had been one folly. Their family was particular about beautiful things. Whatever mixed feelings about their mother Mitsuki and her sister may have had, they took pride in this inclination that was theirs by birth and upbringing. Mitsuki had poured herself with zeal into decorating her mother’s final home, a tiny room of just twenty square meters, and her sister had supported her in her every whim. Still, looking back, Mitsuki thought her zeal had bordered on the pathological.

Natsuki comforted her. “Yes, but back then we were positive she’d be there a long time.”

Based on the average lifespan of women in Japan, who enjoy greater longevity than women anywhere else in the world, their mother in her mid-eighties could have expected to live another eight years. Plus she came from a line of women who lived long, even for Japan.

“True.”

“Besides, compared with how much she’s leaving us, you didn’t spend all that much.”

People whose parents are indigent must provide for them in old age out of their own pocket. Their mother had had enough laid by to provide for herself and also leave them each an inheritance which, although surely below the amount that would require them to pay inheritance tax, would still be a tidy sum.

In addition to the pamphlet showing the refund scale, on the desk in front of Mitsuki was a heap of items from the filing cabinet in a jumble of colors and shapes: savings passbooks, new and worn, decorated with stripes or gradations of different hues; bank seals of black lacquer or ivory, some round, some oval; documents from securities companies; a memo pad covered with scribbled figures; and various notes, sorted by denomination. On top of them all was an estimate from the funeral home.

“I wonder how much she left us altogether,” Natsuki said, as if to herself.

Natsuki’s relationship with their mother had been strained. At one point their mother had washed her hands of her elder daughter and ingratiated herself instead with Mitsuki, the previously neglected younger daughter, entrusting her with everything, including her finances. Natsuki was never good at managing money anyway and, while resenting their mother, had used this treatment as an excuse to sit back and do nothing. As a result, she had little grasp of the flow of their mother’s funds.

“Altogether, including the money due back from Golden, I figure it should come to about thirty-five million apiece.”

For Natsuki, who had married into wealth, this probably wasn’t a lot of money. As Mitsuki was about to mention this, her sister sighed and said with feeling, “That’s a lot of money.”

To keep her husband and daughter from overhearing the conversation, Natsuki was undoubtedly calling from the soundproof piano room where she liked to retreat with her two cats.

 

Earlier that evening, after leaving the body at the mortuary, Mitsuki, her sister, brother-in-law, and niece had all gone out for dinner at a nearby chain restaurant specializing in shabu-shabu hot pot; they had parted at around eleven. Even after returning home, Mitsuki had remained exhilarated, knowing that her mother was finally dead—and Natsuki must have felt the same way, for before going to bed she had called, wanting to talk to the one person she knew would fully share her excitement and listen to her with infinite understanding. The sisters each had had a very different relationship with their mother, so they felt liberated in different ways, but their excitement was identical—keen and palpable.

Mitsuki’s professor husband was on sabbatical and had been in Vietnam since the end of March, ostensibly to do research. Natsuki could therefore call late at night with the assurance that she would disturb no one. The phone had rung just as Mitsuki was in the midst of recalculating how much their mother had left them.

“It’s hard to believe I’ve suddenly got so much money,” Natsuki said. “For the Shimazakis that might not be much, but for me it is.”

The Shimazakis were Natsuki’s in-laws; her husband, a cellist, was their second son. Yet even after decades of marriage, even after her falling-out with their mother, Natsuki remained at heart a Katsura. As did Mitsuki, for that matter. But a woman marrying into wealth was somehow under greater social obligation to become steeped in the ways of her new family. Despite this pressure, Natsuki had remained stubbornly herself.

“What’ll you two use the money for?” she asked.

Natsuki uttered the words “you two” with complete innocence. She meant Mitsuki and her husband, Tetsuo, but the words gave Mitsuki momentary pause. In her reply, she ignored the “two” of “you two” and spoke only about herself.

“Not sure. First off, I want to get my strength back. Go for all the acupuncture and massages I want, soak in a hot spring. If I can, I’d like to quit teaching, too.”

“That sounds good. Tetsuo will be happy too, won’t he? Now he can afford the high-rise condo in the city center he’s always wanted.”

Tetsuo had never even been told her mother was in the hospital, but this her sister did not know. Instead of responding, she asked a question of her own. “What about you, what’ll you use the money for?”

Natsuki and her husband, Yuji, owned a spacious apartment of more than 150 square meters in an exclusive old residential area in central Tokyo. Not only were they not saddled with a mortgage, his parents had built them a villa by the family summerhouse on the coast, next to one for his sister and her husband.

“I’m not sure either. I’ve always felt…small, you know? I’ve never earned more than a pittance. It’s such a relief to think that finally I’ll have some money of my own. I could trade my Yamaha in for a Steinway. Hey, with thirty-five million I could even buy myself a little condo and get a divorce!” After this bit of flippancy, she went on seriously, “You know what the best part is? Getting free of her while I’m still in my fifties. All those years, I struggled to put the idea out of my mind, tried not to think of anything so lucky.”

“I know.”

“Watching her, all I could think was that I didn’t want to live to be so old. Life lost its appeal in a way.”

“I know what you mean.”

Burdened by their mother’s constant needs and wants, Mitsuki had felt the joy of life wither and fade. And then one summer night just when her menstrual cycle was becoming irregular, she had sat for hours with her bare back exposed to air-conditioning. Before she knew it she’d developed a syndrome known colloquially as “air-conditioningitis.” Her nervous system was affected, and she developed what the doctor called “autonomic dysfunction,” a kind of neuropathy that dragged on and on.

To top it all off, their mother had fallen and fractured her shoulder and hip just before New Year’s, a catastrophe that aggravated the sisters’ own ailments. Natsuki, though strong since childhood, now had a chronic and worsening eye condition, and Mitsuki, weak since childhood, suffered increasingly from her nerves. Then too, although her sister didn’t know it, she had her husband to fret about.

 

As they continued to chat, Mitsuki thought of their mother’s body lying in the mortuary—in a freezer, to be precise—turning steadily to ice from the outside in. Eventually the internal organs would freeze, every last one. Even the eyes, which had stayed wide open, staring, until a nurse had gently closed them, would freeze solid. What of her white hair, full and wiry to the last? What would become of it?

Aujourd’hui, maman est morte. Today, mother died. The opening line of the first novel she had ever read in French, long ago.

By rights, this should have been the night of the wake. A night when, according to Buddhist tradition or still more ancient custom in Japan, newly bereaved family members would stay up all night, keeping candles lit and incense burning as they bade the departed farewell. Now that so many people died in the hospital, how many families took the body home to hold a proper wake anymore? Customs were fluid, changing year by year. What others might do she had no idea, nor did she—or her sister, she felt sure—much care. She felt no guilt about leaving their mother’s body unattended in the mortuary freezer while chatting on the phone about how to spend their inheritance. She even felt no guilt about not feeling guilty. And she had no intention of revisiting the funeral home till two days later, when the body would be put into its coffin.

“Anyway, tomorrow we’ve got to get some rest.”

Mitsuki hung up the telephone and switched off her computer. She wasn’t going to tell Tetsuo that her mother was gone. The time difference between Japan and Vietnam was two hours. Right now, he might be setting out nightcaps and snacks for two. He felt at ease in the kitchen, and she had always liked watching him putter there. Now he was showing that homebody side of himself to some young woman. He didn’t deserve to be told about her mother’s death.

She prepared for bed as usual and slid under the covers. Light from the lamp on her nightstand fell on a French novel, the one she had started reading at her mother’s bedside during those last few days, while waiting for her to die. She switched the light off.

Even in the dark, tears did not come. Her excitement was mingled only with fatigue from having sat all day with her dying mother. It occurred to her that long ago when her grandmother died—back when Mitsuki was a child—her mother, too, had not wept.

Only decades later did her mother show a trace of emotion. One afternoon as they walked along the beach at Atami, the setting for a famous scene in an old serial novel of tragic love, her mother had laughed derisively. Referring to the novel’s hero and heroine, she’d said, “There never was any Kan’ichi in your grandmother’s life. How silly…her thinking she was O-Miya!” Her voice quavered as she fought back tears, perhaps at a sudden memory.

Mitsuki had walked on in silence, fearing her mother might turn maudlin.

Her mother had struggled to keep pace, jabbing her cane into the sand.




* $170,000, at the rate of 100 yen to the US dollar.
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THE FLOWER-EMBROIDERED POCKET TISSUE CASE

Like many educated women, Mitsuki believed she had no call to consider herself unfortunate. Whether you looked back through history or around the globe today, human misery was so extreme and so widespread that the Buddhist term “a world of suffering” seemed truly apt. The world was awash in wretchedness. For her to think herself unfortunate was a sin.

Of course, a golden-haired, blue-eyed woman raised by nannies in the Sixteenth Arrondissement of Paris, say, or on Manhattan’s Upper East Side, might well think it a great misfortune—even if she couldn’t say so aloud—just to have been born in the rural wilds of France or America, let alone in the Far East. But Mitsuki had always thought that if she had to be born in the Far East in the latter half of the twentieth century, at least she was fortunate to have landed in Japan. She had been brought up in fairly privileged circumstances, and had even spent a year studying in Paris, thanks to her mother. Her husband was a college professor, and she herself taught college part time. Even now, her circumstances were fairly privileged. She had no call to consider herself unfortunate.

And yet one day she realized that she could no longer consider herself happy either. As the years piled on she had come to feel a sense of wrongness about her life, a sense that it wasn’t supposed to turn out this way. Eventually that sense of wrongness had entangled her in heavy, sticky filaments that dulled her skin as well as her heart. Her step lost its bounce, her smiles grew infrequent, the luster faded from her eyes. She found it hard to believe that she had ever been a happy little girl who would burst into song at the drop of a hat and twirl on her toes.

Just when the change began, she wasn’t sure. It wasn’t the time she first discovered her husband’s infidelity (looking back, she realized there had been ominous signs even midway through their honeymoon). No, she became aware of the sticky meshes of woe only after her father was consigned to a dreary extended-care hospital. Or no, it was still earlier, when That Man first entered her mother’s life and cobwebs began to show on the ceilings of their house in Chitose Funabashi, where her father was left to sit alone, hollow-eyed.

In these last few years, the heavy, sticky filaments had wrapped around Mitsuki with ever-increasing momentum—especially after she came down with that strange syndrome.

That night, after sitting directly exposed to air-conditioning for hours, by the time she reached home she’d been ready to drop. After a night of restless sleep, she found that far from having recovered, she shivered with cold at the mere touch of her bedsheets. Her temperature usually registered on the high side, but in the morning it was quite low.

She went to the hospital, where a young doctor in his thirties unsympathetically informed her, a middle-aged woman struggling to endure the hospital’s air-conditioning, “People don’t die even with a temperature lower than yours.” He didn’t write her a prescription.

After coming home, she did some checking online and learned that the Western medical establishment dismissed sensitivity to the cold as “poor circulation.” The word and indeed the concept of air-conditioningitis seemed not to exist in the West. Yet on the Japanese Web, any number of women reported suffering from exposure to air-conditioning: their hands, feet, and lower abdomen turned to ice; their shoulders and back stiffened; they felt chronically fatigued. By far the most complaints were from women her age. Whether the syndrome was uniquely prevalent among Asians she didn’t know, but she began to take an herbal remedy prescribed by a woman specialist in traditional Chinese medicine, and she also started acupuncture treatments. She discovered that if she saw a specialist in psychosomatic medicine, she could get prescriptions for anti-anxiety drugs, antidepressants, and sleeping aids.

As a child, Mitsuki had frequently caught colds and run high fevers, and as an adult she tired easily. Now there was never a day when she felt well. Added to her physical ailments was the ever-increasing burden of her aging mother, whose treatment of her late father she found impossible to forgive. Meanwhile, she went on dealing with her wayward husband as if nothing were wrong, trying not to think of her marriage, even as emptiness spread inside her.

Her small misfortunes had resonated together like notes in a symphony, quickening and surging in a crescendo that reached a climax late last year. Or, to use the jo-ha-kyu terminology of the Noh master Zeami (she was, after all, Japanese), her troubles had built up to the frenetic kyu pitch.

From the end of the year until her mother’s death eleven months later, life had been something of a nightmare.

Wretched: as the nightmare progressed, Mitsuki had begun to think of herself this way. She remembered reading a fairy tale as a child about a princess who never laughed. A semi-invalid middle-aged woman who rarely laughed anymore should be allowed to consider herself wretched.

 

It had happened last December 28 at two in the afternoon.

Both Mitsuki and her husband were on winter vacation. He was supposed to be interviewed for a magazine and have his picture taken, so he set off at ten-thirty wearing a starched shirt with a mandarin collar—a style so popular among cultural commentators on TV that she referred to it privately as the “literati shirt.”

That day she’d felt fine.

Normally a short trip to the supermarket wore her out, and she would come home and lie down on the bed afterward, but that day she was energized from doing the New Year’s shopping. She quickly put the various delicacies, auspicious even if ready-made, in the refrigerator, then got on the stepladder and brought down a set of antique ceremonial lacquerware—a sake decanter and cups, a tiered box and plates, and a tray with legs—all packed in old cardboard boxes. She carefully wiped each piece and placed the set on top of the wooden cabinet that housed the TV. Though the lacquer was worn in spots, the utensils were exquisitely decorated with a pine pattern in raised lacquerwork, and the box lid bore a flying crane in mother-of-pearl inlay. The set was a family heirloom, but her mother hadn’t wanted it and her sister had no use for it, having been provided with a new set by her in-laws, so it came to Mitsuki by default.

Next she got out a tall vase that she and Tetsuo had chosen together in Okinawa and placed in it a ready-made arrangement of green pine, silver branches, and red berries that she’d picked up at a flower shop on the way home—a miniature version of the traditional kadomatsu (gate pine) New Year’s decorations, scaled down to the needs of condominium residents. She placed the arrangement next to the lacquerware set, and the entire room took on a festive air.

Every year on the last day of December, she and Tetsuo always went to his parents’ house in Toride, Ibaraki Prefecture, one of the most remote suburbs of the sprawling Tokyo metropolis. Mitsuki would stay two nights, New Year’s Eve and January 1, and come back January 2 for a celebration with just her mother and sister. Previously her mother had seemed to care little about “Katsura New Year’s,” but after That Man finally vanished from her life this had become a major event for her as, anxious to maintain ties with her daughters, even Natsuki, she was glad of an excuse for the three of them to get together. They still gathered every year in Mitsuki’s place, where Mitsuki used to bring her father from the hospital for New Year’s to feast on his favorite dishes and listen to his favorite Christmas music, even though he responded less and less as the years went by…

But today, the twenty-eighth of December, was no time to sit idle, lost in memories. There was far too much work to do.

She gave the pine branches a final touch and then went to her room. She had a rush translation job to finish, and the year-end housecleaning was waiting, not to mention the laundry. But before anything else, she wanted to see to some correspondence. She had just received two notices from old college friends saying they were in mourning after the loss of a parent and so would be refraining from offering customary New Year’s greetings. Having already sent out her New Year’s cards for delivery the morning of January 1, she needed to quickly get off letters of condolence.

Was December a month when many old people died?

Vaguely envious of her friends’ bereavement, she took out several sheets of handmade rice paper saved for just such occasions and wrote a few lines, using a fountain pen to make her writing as presentable as possible. As she took out matching envelopes, she recalled that the only postal stamps left in her drawer were inappropriate, featuring either bright flowers or ukiyo-e paintings. For letters of condolence, neither would do. She went into her husband’s study-cum-bedroom to look for some plain stamps.

Usually she stayed out of his room. A large computer monitor sat on his desk, surrounded by a slew of books and papers, as befitted a scholar’s study. She knew that if she tidied his desk he wouldn’t be able to find anything, so when she cleaned she did no more than dust lightly and run the vacuum cleaner. She rarely had occasion to open his desk drawers.

Now when she pulled open the top drawer, something colorful and pretty caught her eye. She picked it up to find it was a pocket tissue case of pink silk, embroidered with tiny flowers of blue, green, and yellow—the sort of thing sold in Asian goods boutiques catering to young people. A tiny flower garden. Tetsuo may have had his feminine side, but in the end he was a man. Generally he made do with packets of pocket tissue with advertising inserts that people handed out on the street for free, or with whatever she brought home from the supermarket. This embroidered tissue case had lain hidden in the drawer like a dainty fairy, yet its very daintiness was full of menace.

He was seeing a young woman. She knew it in her bones.

Usually if a person needed to borrow tissues, someone would hand him one or two. Could he have taken a whole packet like this, stuck it in his pocket, and brought it home without thinking, case and all? Impossible.

As she stood there frozen, holding the menacing object in one hand, the telephone rang. She picked it up with her other hand. The caller was a woman whose voice she didn’t recognize.

“Is this the residence of Ms. Mitsuki Hirayama?”

The emergency notification card in her mother’s wallet listed Mitsuki’s name as the first contact.

The woman identified the hospital she was calling from. “Your mother, Noriko Katsura, was brought in by ambulance with multiple fractures.”

The tissue case in Mitsuki’s hand seemed to glow, as if mocking her.

She immediately called her sister with the news. Natsuki responded in a fed-up tone, “Whaaat, not again? Well, I can’t always leave everything to you. I’ll go too.”

Her sister never said, “I’ll go. You stay.” At a time like this it was always “I’ll go too.” Mitsuki checked her watch. Tetsuo would be in the middle of his interview, his cell phone switched off. He was punctilious about such things. She left a voice message for him: My mother fell and broke some bones again. I don’t know what’s going to happen tonight so please get something to eat on the way home, okay? And then rushed off to the hospital.

 

While she sat waiting on a bench in front of the emergency treatment room, the pink tissue case rose to mind—only to yield to totally different thoughts that began racing through her brain like fire:

Mother is dying.

My mother is dying.

Finally she’s going to die.

But no. It couldn’t really be happening.

The nurse on the telephone had been short on details, but she did explain that Mitsuki’s mother had slipped and fallen in front of a laundry shop near her house, breaking her hip and shoulder. The woman who ran the shop had called the ambulance.

People didn’t die of broken hips or shoulders.

“Is she conscious?” Mitsuki had asked.

Yes, fully alert, the nurse had said.

If she hadn’t hit her head, then there was even less chance she would die. Even as Mitsuki told herself this, a voice inside said, Still, she’s in her mid-eighties, you never know, she could die from the shock of the fall. Or maybe she did hit her head and there’s bleeding in the brain…Her mind produced one fatal scenario after another.

In half an hour, the doors swung open and Mitsuki’s name was called. She went in and found spaces marked off by cream-colored curtains to the right and left. She was directed to one of them, and there was her mother lying faceup on the bed, looking quite herself, foundation and lipstick meticulously applied as usual.

“Mitsuki!” she burst out as soon as she saw her daughter. “I’m sorry! I’m so sorry!”
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PORTABLE TOILET

Mitsuki had constantly begged her mother not to fall, not to cause any more trouble; that must be why she sounded so mortified. From the moment she slipped and fell, during the ambulance ride and all the time she was receiving treatment in the hospital, she must have been waiting apologetically for Mitsuki to appear. Her mother’s contrition would soon fade, Mitsuki knew, but she softened at this heartfelt appeal.

The X-rays showed fractures to the right shoulder and the femoral neck of the right hip. The shoulder was shattered beyond repair. Both injuries would require surgery, followed by a month in the hospital and another two or three months of rehabilitation.

“Will she be able to walk?” she asked the doctor.

“That depends on her. If she makes the effort, then yes, I think she can walk again.”

Her mother was lying down, her dark eyes wide open, looking from the doctor to Mitsuki and back. She was hard of hearing, so she had difficulty catching other people’s conversations. The doctor gave off an unmistakable air of being terribly busy, and Mitsuki refrained from asking further questions. After he was gone, she knelt at her mother’s bedside and repeated what he had said, then asked, “So how did you fall?”

“I don’t know, it must’ve been the wind. Before I knew it I was flat on the ground.”

She’d begun using a cane years ago, after a youth speeding on his bicycle had run into her, knocking her down. In time the cane was no longer enough, and when out on errands by herself she would push a wheeled walker with a basket. That day as she left the laundry shop and was trying to put some freshly starched and ironed sheets into the basket, a sudden gust of wind had knocked her to the ground.

Natsuki finally showed up, looking as if she’d rushed over. Without so much as a ring on her finger, she somehow projected an aura of wealth.

“Oh, Natsuki!” Their mother stretched out her left arm—the right arm was immobilized—for her elder daughter to grasp, which Natsuki did, looking faintly flustered. “I broke my bones again.”

Natsuki seemed moved by this simple declaration. “It’s all right, Mother, you couldn’t help it.” Her tone was uncha­racte­risti­cally gentle.

Mitsuki took advantage of her sister’s arrival to make a quick telephone call to her mother’s “care manager,” filling her in about the accident and asking her to cancel all visits by home helpers for the time being.

“Oh, I’m terribly sorry to hear that,” said the care manager. “But I know your mother. She’s got magical strength. She’ll bounce back!”

The woman’s usual bright tone helped Mitsuki to accept the situation, and it was comforting to know that home helpers would be on hand when her mother returned home.

She had always been grateful that medical expenses for the elderly were virtually free. The primary burdens of caregiving, however—everything from grocery shopping to changing diapers—tended to fall disproportionately on female family members, so several years ago when the Long-Term Care Insurance system was finally introduced, she’d lost no time in putting in an application. A government-assigned care manager had soon appeared at her mother’s door, and ever since, this bright-voiced woman had seen to it that home helpers came by regularly.

After the quick telephone call, there was some paperwork to do for admission to the hospital, and then the sisters set off for the family home to pick up various items their mother would need.

When they returned, they found her in a double room in the bed by the window. Mitsuki, though she hated to deplete their mother’s savings, had requested a double room rather than a ward. Their father had spent seven long years in a ward and never once had a bed by the window; even in such small matters, their mother’s luck held strong.

Then she spotted a urinary catheter and drainage bag hanging below the bed.

No sooner did their mother see them than she wailed, “Oh, this is the end of the line for Noriko Katsura!” She had a habit of referring to herself in the third person when using a self-mocking tone. On her wrinkled face, with the makeup starting to come off, self-mockery was writ large.

Mitsuki too thought this latest mishap would be the end of her mother, and no doubt so did Natsuki. Exactly how it would play out, she wasn’t sure. As their mother aged, and one by one the things she enjoyed fell away, her familiar cry of “I’ve got to have some fun while I still can!” had only intensified. She had continued her frantic search for any sort of gratification, however small. In any case, today marked the beginning of a stage of her life certain to contain far less gratification than ever before.

Yet there was a long way to go before her life would be truly finished.

“Come, come!” Mitsuki said aloud with forced cheerfulness. “You’re not the type to reach the end of the line so easily. If you exert yourself, you’ll be on your feet again in no time.”

She felt uncomfortable having this exchange in the hearing of the room’s other occupant, a woman separated from them only by a thin curtain, but she needed to speak loudly to make herself heard. The woman was around seventy. If she wasn’t stone deaf, she would soon realize that there was something a bit odd about the way this family talked among themselves, at times overly dramatic, at times drily cynical. They were not exactly your typical Japanese family.

Her mother sighed. “I’d rather be dead.”

“Well, you’re not dead,” Mitsuki replied. “You’ll just have to pick yourself up and go on. What else can you do?”

“I should have died.”

“You’ll have surgery and rehab. They’ll get you up walking again.”

At the time, Mitsuki had still believed that her mother was likely to walk again. She would have a far harder time of it than before, but for the past few years she had been living downstairs anyway, and she should be able to totter around well enough with her cane.

Her mother ignored Mitsuki’s assurances and looked about her. “Even if I run up a bill here I won’t go broke, will I?”

“You’ll be fine.” Mitsuki sounded confident, but as she spoke she couldn’t help envisioning her mother’s shrinking savings balance.

“And did you call my care manager?”

“Yes, first thing.”

“Good girl.” She turned to Natsuki, who had been silently putting things away. “Did you get all my medicines?”

Whenever the three of them were together, Natsuki, always a bit sulky, let Mitsuki do the talking. Now in answer she held up a Ziploc bag with the medicines in it.

Their mother nodded in satisfaction—and then launched rapid-fire into a list of things for them to do: Cancel the newspaper and the twice-weekly meals Mitsuki had arranged to be delivered to her door. Tell the neighbor who helped her dispose of recyclable trash that she was in the hospital, and give her a box of cakes. Go back to the laundry shop to retrieve the sheets and give the lady there a box of cakes, too, to thank her for calling the ambulance. Get back two DVDs she had lent out—Nureyev’s Romeo and Juliet to a home helper named Shirakawa and Pavarotti’s Aida to “the flower-nutty man” at the beauty shop. Notify everyone who needed to be notified and tell them not to come see her in the hospital. Her bank seals were in the back of the refrigerator—Mitsuki knew where—in a red leather cosmetics pouch, one Grandpa Yokohama gave her years ago. Her passbooks were in a stack of towels under the sink, her cash cards in the cabinet by her desk. Also, she had several thousand yen tucked away in the pockets of her long silk coat, her half-coat, the cashmere coat with shoulder cape, a cheap raincoat, and various slacks and handbags. Go through them all and take the money out. And on and on.

Clearly, she had spent the entire time they were gone pondering what she needed to tell them to do. She rattled on like one possessed, as if she knew that her already diminished faculties would soon fade away. Natsuki went on sorting and putting things away while Mitsuki scribbled notes.

Then the surgeon stopped by, having heard that they were there. After making clear that he wasn’t the attending physician, he explained their mother’s situation. She had previously fractured her wrist, left shoulder, and left hip. Had she broken only the right hip this time, she could probably have gone on managing her cane with the right hand, but as luck would have it she’d shattered the right shoulder as well. He could give her a new shoulder using artificial bone, but she would no longer be able to support her weight with a cane. Not only that, the shoulder would be vulnerable to dislocation. She would need to walk with the aid of a railing.

To demonstrate what he meant, the doctor grabbed an imaginary railing and pulled himself along sideways with a crablike gait.

As Mitsuki listened, she mentally reviewed the layout of her mother’s room, wondering if they could put in a railing between the bed and the bathroom.

“It might be a good idea to keep a portable toilet beside her bed,” the doctor said.

Mitsuki flinched.

“And since she’s getting on in years, the worst-case scenario is that she might be confined to a wheelchair. Keep that in mind—you might want to get started looking at nursing homes.”

Things were progressing so quickly that Mitsuki found her imagination hard-pressed to keep up. She sensed her sister frozen in astonishment behind her while their mother, dark eyes opened wide, keenly watched. Mitsuki’s wish for her mother to die was abstract—tinged with poetry, even. By contrast, the words “portable toilet” had a stark reality that caught her off guard.

After they saw the surgeon off, Mitsuki went over and knelt at her mother’s bedside. Slowly rubbing her mother’s upper arm, she repeated in her ear more or less what the doctor had said. There was no point in letting her own shock show, so she left out the part about being confined to a wheelchair. “It seems like you’ll have to walk by holding onto a railing. So he says it might be a good idea to put a portable commode next to your bed at night.”

“A portable commode?” Her mother too was thrown off guard. “You mean a portable toilet? I won’t have any such thing in my room.” She glared up at the ceiling, incensed. “I won’t have it!”

“He just mentioned it as a possibility, that’s all.”

“Forget it! I. Will. Not. Have it. Period.”
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A HUSBAND SIPPING AGED SAKE

“It just never occurred to me that she wouldn’t be able to use a cane anymore,” said Natsuki on the way to the station.

“Same here.”

“Wouldn’t it be easier if she just went into a nursing home? If you suggested it, she might go quietly. She always listens to you.” Her sister’s tone was resentful.

“Maybe.” Mitsuki thought a moment. “But it’s too soon. Let’s give her some time.”

Before parting at the station, they agreed to watch how their mother fared in rehabilitation and bring up the idea of a nursing home if and when it appeared definite that she could no longer live on her own.

Mitsuki lived near a station on the Marunouchi subway line. She dragged herself home, sluggish from the day’s shocks, and as soon as she walked in the door Tetsuo appeared. She felt somehow that he had just got off the telephone—with the young woman, most likely.

Unaware that she’d seen the pink tissue case, he addressed her normally. “So, what happened?”

As she slipped off her shoes, Mitsuki gave him a brief run-down. Then she washed up and set on the dining room table the ready-made meal she’d picked up at a convenience store on the way home: hot rice topped with seasoned ground chicken.

“You didn’t eat yet?” he said. “Shall I pour you something? A glass of light beer?”

“Thanks, would you?”

Tetsuo raised the thermostat a bit for her benefit, then went into the kitchen and took a can of beer from the refrigerator. For himself he chose a bottle of aged sake. Every evening they shared a nightcap.

Normally she would have proceeded to tell him all about her mother’s condition, but with the tissue case haunting her thoughts she felt leaden, unable to bring herself to speak. If it weren’t for her mother, she might have gathered her courage and confronted him, sword aloft, but she wasn’t up to it. She sat at the table and picked up her chopsticks in defiant silence. Twice before she’d found him out, and each time he’d been seeing a woman older than him; now that she herself was getting on in years, it was painful to think that he was probably seeing someone considerably younger than she was.

Oblivious to her train of thought, Tetsuo stood in the white, compact, tidy kitchen pouring amber liquid into a fragile-looking wineglass, one of a set they’d bought at an antiques fair. He wore an apron slung low around his hips, like a café waiter. He did have style, she had to admit. Compared with thirty years ago when they’d first met in Paris, he had more money now, and he dressed better. He’d grown up in the dowdy town of Toride, where his father had been the accountant for the sub-subcontractor of a home appliance plant run by his brother, Tetsuo’s uncle; but originally his parents came from farmers’ stock, way out in the country.

When he first took her to the old homestead where his father was born, the floors covered end to end with frayed tatami mats of woven rushes, she’d felt as if she’d wandered into a Japanese folktale. The polish he’d managed to acquire despite those humble origins was a sign he had brains, never mind the nonsense he churned out for magazines and academic journals. He had physical stamina, too, which kept him from looking worn-out the way she did. It was only natural that some young woman would see him as a catch. All the more so since he’d be entirely open to being caught.

Still, he’d be no one’s sugar daddy, she mused, eating her food and covertly keeping an eye on him as he got out a little something to go with the drinks. As he himself knew quite well, he wasn’t some cipher who could only attract women with money. And he wanted to move to a condominium in the center of the city, so he regularly saved money and purchased stocks even while continuing to indulge in pleasures like dining out, dressing well, and occasionally traveling overseas. Since they were paying off their mortgage with a low-interest loan, he hoped to use their savings for a down payment in the event that a suitable property came along. Mitsuki was glad to have cash on hand for reasons of her own: she wanted to be able to lend her mother money if it was needed. She had no complaints about her husband’s handling of their finances.

“What a wonderful husband!” her friends all raved. “He even cooks!”

To assume on the basis of a single tissue case that he was having an affair with a younger woman might be a stretch, yet she was strangely sure of it. There was his past record, to begin with. And even granting that he was making a name for himself in the media, for the last six months he’d been away frequently and was often late getting home.

When he joined her at the table, she said, “The words ‘portable toilet’ came as a pretty big shock to her.”

“I bet they did, for someone as stylish as Noriko.”

Her mother had always been known as a beauty. Now that she was a bent-backed, white-haired old lady, people had stopped calling her “beautiful” as they had done in the past and instead more often described her as “stylish.” It was true; her mother had gone on being stylish, extravagantly so for a woman of her means, and that she did so was symbolic of a lifetime spent chasing nameless dreams.

“Hard to imagine a portable toilet beside that bed of hers,” he added pensively.

Her mother’s bed was always done up with fancy linens—a definite extravagance.

 

Her mother’s last trip to Isetan Department Store had been to buy new bed linens. Mitsuki had offered to pick out something herself, but her mother had insisted on coming along. She had always loved expeditions that gave her an occasion to dress up, a long scarf elegantly wound around her neck; and apart from the occasional restaurant meal, department store shopping was one of her last remaining pleasures. With that too on the verge of slipping away, she had asserted her maternal authority and demanded that she be allowed to select the sheets she herself was going to buy and use. Natsuki had tagged along partly for the chance to enjoy a sisterly chat, despite knowing what a trial it was to accompany their cane-tapping mother on a shopping expedition and be weighted down with purchases.

Letting her cane dangle from her wrist by a leather strap, their mother had again taken advantage of one of the walkers provided for elderly patrons, leaning on it as she walked past dazzling displays of goods, her eyes gleaming with excitement. Isetan had always been her department store of choice.

A few years back, when she first discovered a row of walkers at the store entrance, she had all but wept at such thoughtfulness: “Oh, would you look at that!”

“There are lots of rich old people in Japan, Mother,” Mitsuki had pointed out drily.

Mitsuki used her mother’s card to pay thirty thousand yen for a set of floral sheets and pillowcases. While certainly not cheap, for her mother this was by no means extravagant, either. She rejoined the others with a sense of relief, and they were all heading for the elevator when her mother came to an abrupt stop.

Displayed before them was another set of floral bed linens. The design was completely different—more delicate, in hues of greater subtlety and sophistication—and the material had a satiny luster. Mitsuki herself could hardly tear her eyes away. But these cost well over twice as much as the others—nearly half her mother’s monthly pension.

Faced with their objections, her mother had tightened her lips. “My bed is becoming the center of my life now, after all. Where’s the harm if I do pamper myself a little?”

In the end Mitsuki had had to return the just-bought sheets and pay for the new set instead. Even though the clerk was looking on, she’d been unable to refrain from scolding in a voice that she knew sounded shrill and hysterical: “Mother, you’re not rich! You can’t go around spending this kind of money on yourself!”

“Yes, yes.”

Her mother owned many sets of fine bed linens. She had them professionally laundered and replaced them when they grew faded.

Alongside bed linens splashed with flowers like an homage to spring, a portable toilet would lay bare the ugliness and sadness of old age.

 

Tetsuo was slowly sipping the amber-colored sake, radiating the pleasure of a man who likes his drink. Mitsuki looked away and informed him that this year she wouldn’t be able to spend New Year’s at his parents’ house.

This was perfectly true. Her mother was helpless, thrown into a new environment with precious little to celebrate. For the time being, Mitsuki would need to visit her every day. She also wanted to dispose quickly of the errands her mother had enumerated, delegating some to her sister. Besides, the shadow of that young woman loomed over her. Having to play the role of a happy little wife in front of Tetsuo’s family was the last thing she wanted to do.

After a short silence, Tetsuo replied that in that case he would change his plans and leave a day early, on December 30. “That way you won’t have to worry about my meals and all. It’ll be easier on you.”

The shadow of the slender young woman loomed larger.

At some point they had begun sleeping in separate rooms, saying it was because they each had their work to do. That night as she lay in the dark with her head on her pillow, Mitsuki was haunted by an image. Rather surprisingly, it was the image not of a slender young woman but of her mother in a wheelchair.

Old people in wheelchairs…

On the way to and from the station she always passed through Silkworm Forest Park, built on the site of a former sericulture laboratory. In the park there was a statue of a silkworm moth with its wings outspread, but the only remnants of the days when silk had been the mainstay of Japan’s fledgling export industry were a pair of impressive brick gate pillars, a curving wrought-iron gate, and towering trees. In the daytime, on the path encircling the park she often saw old people in wheelchairs being pushed by a spouse, a daughter or daughter-in-law, or a home helper—the latter readily distinguishable by their gentle expressions and tones of voice.

What she found shocking was the hollow, blank look on the faces of the wheelchair occupants. No, not blank—sullen. Though sunlight poured down and flowers bloomed year round, it seemed they lacked the energy to enjoy life’s bountiful blessings and felt only frustration as a result.

Would it now be her turn to wheel her sullen-faced mother through a park?
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FINALLY SELLING THE LAND

Twenty-four hours earlier, her mother had been able to get around with the aid of a cane or a walker, and Mitsuki had been unaware of the existence of a pink tissue case. Half dazed by how completely life could change in a day, she set off for the hospital. Tetsuo offered to go along, but she said it would be enough if he stopped by the next day on his way to Toride. She headed for the station, her mind busily reviewing what needed to be done.

She went first to the hospital store. The day before, at the nurses’ station she had been handed a list of items her mother would need for her surgery and hospital stay. Disposable underwear. A mug with a built-in spout. Towels large and small—those she could bring from home; underpants and pajamas she intended to buy new. The ones her mother was now using had come from Isetan; if sent to the laundry along with her towels, they would have to be marked with a felt pen, which would be a shame—a desecration, almost.

The hospital was large and so was the store, overflowing with such a variety of daily necessities that a person forced to shop only there for life could probably manage just fine. Just inside the entrance was the food corner, offering soy sauce, seasoned seaweed, pickled plums, instant miso soup, cookies and crackers, followed by toothbrushes, toothpaste, and cups. In the back were the more specialized items appropriate to a hospital store.

Mitsuki looked at several sets of women’s pajamas before finally making up her mind to buy four. With that many on hand, even if a couple of them became soiled her mother would still have enough to get by. At more than three thousand yen apiece they weren’t exactly cheap, yet they were the sort of thing her mother never wore, sturdy flannel pajamas for solid citizens that fairly shouted, “Hello, pajamas here, at your service!” They came in aqua, pink, yellow, and lilac, each with a slightly different floral pattern, and were cheerful in their way. They were also light, soft, and warm, and the texture on the inside was pleasant to the touch. Satisfied, Mitsuki headed next to the female undergarments section.

A man was standing there, clad in a dark suit. Not a young man. Something about his back, the angle of the shoulders perhaps, seemed fraught with sorrow. The very air seemed to congeal around him.

She hesitantly moved forward and he edged away to one side, apparently not wishing to interfere with her shopping. An echo of sadness hung in the air. She sensed that he wasn’t standing there in front of women’s undergarments at a loss, uncertain what to get, but rather had chanced on a place where he could come face-to-face with his sadness in grateful solitude.

Regretting the intrusion, Mitsuki ran her eyes over a pile of undergarments in front of her, picked out six undershirts and six pairs of underpants in her mother’s size, and tossed them in her shopping basket. These too were solid white cotton things that fairly shouted, “Hello, underwear here, at your service!” She left, amused and sorry at the thought of her mother having to put on anything so prosaic.

The man lingered in her thoughts. Some visitors, like him, were full of sadness—this fact, perfectly natural in a hospital setting, somehow chastened her. She took a deep breath before heading for the register.

 

“You’re late!” her mother burst out the moment Mitsuki appeared.

“Well, I had a lot to do before I could get here. People to contact, things to buy.”

Her mother stared at her, her dark eyes flashing. When she got that look in her eyes, no good could come of it. Pretending not to notice, Mitsuki set down her purchases and began to sort through the various forms she’d been given at the nurses’ station on the way in.

“Hospital Policy on Protection of Patients’ Privacy.” That needed only to be read, but the forms marked “Surgery Consent” and “Blood Transfusion Consent” would have to be signed and stamped with her seal. She couldn’t possibly write out her mother’s full medical history, so on that form she merely wrote “cardiac hypertrophy,” “autonomic dysfunction,” and “osteoporosis,” noted past fractures, and listed the medicines she and Natsuki had brought in the previous day.

After she handed in the forms and returned to the room, her mother again stared at her. “Mitsuki,” she said, “I’ll go into a nursing home.”

She must have been contemplating this all night, ever since hearing the words “portable commode.”

“Really?”

The patient in the next bed might have pricked up her ears too.

“The truth is, I won’t be able to go out anymore, will I?”

This was so.

“I’d rather be dead than end up this way, but since I failed to die, I suppose I have to be realistic. I can’t live alone anymore. If I can’t, I can’t.”

Mitsuki was impressed that now, when something so critical was at stake, her mother’s brain could function as clearly as in the old days. She was grateful, too. But then an anxious thought struck her. Was a person so used to having her own way even capable of communal living?

“Everything won’t be to your liking in a nursing home.”

“I know that.”

“Even if you have a private room, the time you get up in the morning and your mealtimes and bath times are all set. You’ll have to put up with a lot.”

“I know that,” she repeated, looking up at the ceiling. “The thing is, I failed to die.” Then, eyes still on the ceiling, she began to sob like a little child. When Mitsuki was young, her proud mother had never wept in front of her, but in old age that had changed. Now, unable to wipe her eyes, her right hand immobile and her left arm hooked up to an IV, she went on sobbing helplessly, flat on her back.

Mitsuki went over and touched her arm softly. She did this to compensate for not being able to say the words “I’m glad you’re alive, Mother.”

Her mother said, sniffling, “You and your sister come see me often, will you?”

“Of course.”

“Promise?”

“Promise.” Then Mitsuki said, “Remember that place we went to see before? Is that one all right? It’s a little far from Chitose Funabashi.”

Two years before, after a friend of Natsuki’s had searched for a nursing home for her mother, Natsuki had inherited a pile of information and given it to Mitsuki, who, after some checking on the computer, found a place almost exactly midway between their two homes: Golden Years. The deposit and monthly fees were high, but once they sold the land in Chitose Funabashi, with that money and her pension their mother could live there till past one hundred without going bankrupt. One day they had invited her to go take a look at the place; she hung back, protesting that she was still perfectly capable of living by herself, but they dragged her there anyway. She’d remained unconvinced, although pleased by the homey front hall with its rosebud wallpaper.

“It was nice,” she answered now. “It’ll do. Once I’m there, I won’t be going anywhere anyhow, so how far it is won’t make any difference to me. As long as it’s easy for you and Natsuki to get to, that’s all that matters.”

“If you lived there, we could come see you all the time.” But not every day, she added as a precaution.

“Come as often as you can. Seeing you two girls is the only pleasure I have left now.” Once again there were tears in her voice. They were probably sincere, but then again, knowing her, they could be a ploy to gain sympathy.

Realizing that her mother’s decision was genuine, Mitsuki let out a sigh of relief. At last they could sell the land in Chitose Funabashi. The new house meant little to her, and the old house where her grandmother had lived was long gone. She felt only a sense of liberation. They hadn’t been able to sell the land for her father. They’d had to hang on to it in order to provide for their mother’s old age, after she’d all but abandoned him. Now, at long last, they could let it go.

 

“The land in Chitose Funabashi”—how many times had they said it together, her mother, her sister, and herself, like some sort of magic incantation?

Their father had gone from job to job before starting an import-export business and had become a regular corporate employee only after that venture failed, when he was around forty. The survivor’s pension their mother received therefore didn’t amount to much. For years she had worked part time selling woolen chabaori, kimono half-coats designed by a friend from her choir-singing days who was known to the family as “Auntie.” (How tall and stunning their mother had looked in a kimono!) The extra income had helped, but that sort of work offered no pension. Her current income, including her national pension, came to around 160,000 yen per month. Enough for a frugal widow but nowhere near enough for their self-indulgent mother.

Auntie had not only a superb sense of style but also a good head for business and was a skilled investor. Knowing their mother’s improvident ways, she had encouraged her from the first to put some money in an investment trust. This precaution, plus their father’s retirement bonus and life insurance, had yielded a nice little nest egg.

Lately, however, her savings balance had been declining at an alarming rate. Every time Mitsuki looked at her mother’s passbook, she quelled her uneasiness with thoughts of the sixty-eight tsubo of land in Chitose Funabashi, Setagaya Ward. The house there was no longer worth anything, but the patch of land it stood on was quite valuable. Her parents had bought the place shortly after she was born without thinking too much about it, but as more and more Japanese gave up farming and moved to the city, real estate prices had soared in Tokyo, especially in Setagaya. That land was the family’s sole asset, and a precious one.

The value of that asset would have been much less if the Long-Term Care Insurance system had been enacted earlier. Mitsuki would then have talked her mother into selling half of the land—the backyard—so her father could live out the rest of his days in a decent place rather than that extended-care hospital. But before the insurance system came along, affordable private nursing homes were nonexistent, leaving only two other options: a public nursing home with an impossibly long waiting list or a private nursing home so expensive that a family like theirs could only sigh. Selling the entire plot of land might have been enough, but that would have left nothing for her mother’s old age. So almost by default, the land in Chitose Funabashi remained untouched.

Her mother had her own ideas of making do. When her savings ran out, she would borrow from Natsuki’s husband, Yuji, she said, using the land as collateral. “After all, I invested a lot in that girl.” She didn’t know that Mitsuki was thinking of dipping into Tetsuo’s and her savings to prevent poor Natsuki from feeling any smaller around her wealthy in-laws than she already did.

Just then Natsuki burst onto the scene.

“I’ve been running all over!” she declared as she came in. “I took cookies to the neighbors and the lady at the laundry shop, and then I went back to
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