
[image: Cover for the Wildcat Dome]


About the Author

Yuko Tsushima was born in Tokyo in 1947, the daughter of the novelist Osamu Dazai, who took his own life when she was one year old. Her prolific literary career began with her first collection of short stories, Shaniku-sai (Carnival), which she published at the age of twenty-four. She won many awards, including the Izumi Kyoka Prize for Literature (1977), the Kawabata Prize (1983) and the Tanizaki Prize (1998). She died in 2016.




Yuko Tsushima



WILDCAT DOME

Translated by Lisa Hofmann-Kuroda

[image: Penguin Random House]




1

A dry, restless sound. Insects, each alone barely audible, covering every branch, large and small, down to the tips in heavy clusters, some slipping to the ground, perhaps a hundred, no, hundreds, fervently gnawing away at the leaves, emitting a sound that builds in layers, a whirlpool, a wave, expanding in ever-widening circles around the tree. The insects gleam, metallic in the light, a dark emerald green.

pish pish pish pish

Crowded together on every branch, they push and shove in greedy hordes, inching past each other as they devour the leaves – an ordinary shade of early summer green – which have been whittled down to bare veins, all but replaced by the metallic green carapaces of the insects. The whole tree seethes with their movement, glittering in the light. For them, time never stops. They churn in the light, squirming and wriggling in one continuous dark emerald motion.

*

Mitch, you stood near the tree where the scarab beetles clustered together, their light so bright it hurt your eyes. You listened closely to the restless sound they made as they devoured the leaves. But perhaps there was no such sound. After all, the swarming beetles terrified you. You stifled a scream, bracing yourself with all your might.

pish pish pish pish

Mitch, perhaps you’d put it something like this: Time has stopped, except in that tree, where the insects gather all at once, flaunting their enormous appetites. There, time flows on and on, a river of emerald. But over here, time stands still. And the friction between these two planes of time sounds something like the drip of ice melting.

Perhaps you watch, petrified, as one of the insects lifts its head, spreads its wings, sprouts human limbs. A face takes shape, the smile of a boy with curly black hair floating emerald in the light.

Shh, don’t move. Be quiet.

That’s Kazu’s voice. Kazu was part of you, Mitch – or rather, he was you, and you were him. Even after he died, you still heard his voice wherever you went. In truth, it was your own voice you were hearing, but Kazu never strayed far from your thoughts, even after all these years.

Isn’t that right, Mitch?

Yonko wishes she could cling to Mitch’s arm, whisper softly in his ear. In her mind, he becomes a little boy again, the skinny kid who never left Kazu’s side, running swiftly alongside him. The two look nothing alike, and at the same time so alike that she can barely keep them separate in her mind. She can’t think of one without thinking of the other. Of course, by now the real Mitch is an old man who walks with a limp. But it’s as children that she still thinks of them both.

The insects swarm, scattering light as they devour the leaves. One nearly slips and falls from the cluster, the emerald light illuminating it briefly before it disappears back into the squirming mass. Kazu laughs, his black eyes sparkling, and Mitch laughs with him.

*

I can’t believe it. My head is reeling. Never seen anything like it. Something terrible has happened. All the trees in Tokyo have gone haywire. I can’t help but think it’s the radiation. After the nuclear accident in March, the anemones started sprouting huge leaves, garishly huge – and the leaves of the crab apples, well, those turned to ugly rust. And then there’s the beetles. Maybe I’m overthinking it, but they’ve been breeding like crazy lately. The tap water, and the ocean, all of it’s contaminated now. And the roses I’ve been tending, and the lawns, and the trees, and the soil … It’s terrifying. How am I supposed to do my job?

*

No, there’s no way Kazu would talk as fluently as that.

His voice echoes inside Mitch’s head, overlaid by the pish pish pish of the insects. Maybe Mitch tilts his head anxiously, knitting his brow. He puts on a mask, hooking the loops around his ears.

Oh no. This is bad. What if I’ve been breathing in the air this whole time and now it’s stuck somewhere inside me?

He feels a dull pain behind his eyes. The ground shakes, wobbles, sways. He can’t tell if it’s an earthquake or his own dizziness. He can’t believe people are still going about their normal lives as though nothing has happened.

To Mitch, Tokyo seems essentially unchanged. The only perceivable difference, now that summer is approaching, is the signs plastered all around town urging citizens to conserve electricity. People hurry through the shopping districts and train stations. Passengers stand waiting on the Yamanote platform, their faces expressionless. Trains arrive and depart. The calm voice of the station employee announces something over the speaker system. Storefronts crowd together, young mothers wheel their children in strollers, uniformed schoolgirls chatter excitedly in cheerful, high-pitched voices, as old people with sullen expressions brush past them. Flower shops, bakeries, bento stores, bicycle repair shops, banks, drugstores, convenience stores – so many they seem superfluous – all calmly go about their business. The aroma of steaming oden fills the air. In the cafés and restaurants, there are customers, as usual. Mitch enters one, orders a coffee and his favourite meal of curry and rice, and eats in silence. But then he wonders – what if the food is contaminated, too? Come to think of it, the flavour does seem a little off …

He looks out the window, weighed down by the tedium of his own anxiety. A normal cityscape. A normal, unaffected time. But to him it is a ghost world, soundless and stagnant. Dim shadows float over it. He had boarded a plane only to arrive in this dead, otherworldly world. Was it the frightening footage he’d seen on TV that brought him back? Or the fact that unthinkable things had happened in this place where he was born and raised, to the point that he could no longer feign indifference?

*

In any case, Mitch, you’ve returned. You saw it on TV in some other country: footage of a tsunami so big you couldn’t believe your eyes. Four nuclear power plants exploding. You must have been scared. Maybe you stiffened in horror, wanting to look away. But your eyes were glued to the TV. You bought a newspaper and stared at the photographs on the front page: surreal images of large fishing boats scattered all over the shore after the tsunami retreated. Cars washed up on the rooftops of buildings, lodged in the walls of houses. Aerial photos of the wreckage. Snippets of voices talking excitedly: Hard to believe this is Japan’s third nuclear disaster, after it already had atomic bombs dropped on it twice!

*

So this was the prophecy Mitch had heard all those years ago. Perhaps he thinks of that strange curse now. His eyes flash green, his body trembles, in his back he feels the pressure of the tsunami. The hard stone pavement melts away beneath his feet.

For years, Mitch had denounced Japan, wishing this hateful country would disappear from the face of the earth. Before Kazu died, he had been able to stand it somehow – but since then, his hatred had only grown stronger and more violent.

If only Kazu had stayed away from Japan, Mitch thinks, maybe he wouldn’t have died so young. Mitch didn’t want to go back to Japan. He wanted to forget all about it. But now, learning of the tsunami and the nuclear accident, he realizes that his hatred of Japan only reveals how much it means to him.

Distant memories, long submerged inside him, begin to wriggle and squirm as though irradiated. However much he tries to deny it, images of the tsunami and the nuclear accident remind him of the bombs during the war. The newscasters call the surviving children tsunami orphans. The moment he hears the phrase, a part of Mitch’s brain collapses, leaving a small but deep hole inside him.

Hey, that’s not true! I was already planning on coming back to Japan, anyway.

Is that what you’d say, Mitch? Yonko pictures Mitch nervously boarding his flight, dragging his left foot behind him.

Whatever the reason, you chose to come back to Japan in May, when everyone else was leaving because of the radiation.

*

When he boarded his flight, Mitch left behind a world of reason, where time flowed calmly and smoothly, and landed in another, where time had stopped altogether. Radiation hung over everything like a silver mist. But he couldn’t just stay on the plane. Beyond the door, the silver mist made everything look distorted, as though it were suspended in jelly. He squeezed his eyes and mouth shut and stepped decisively into it. And then, ever so cautiously, he opened his eyes. He was surprised to find he could breathe normally, and even see and hear clearly, inside that radioactive jelly. Passengers came and went, employees hurried about their work.

(Perhaps it was all a bit anticlimactic for you, Mitch. Maybe you wondered what all the fuss was about. But immediately you must have backtracked, thinking, No, it’s because we can’t physically sense it that radiation is so dangerous, and immediately covered your nose and mouth with a mask.)

After that, Mitch headed downtown to Kazu’s apartment, the one he’d inherited after Kazu died; he stayed there whenever he came to Tokyo. He still kept an urn with Kazu’s ashes there, which he handed off to Yonko for safekeeping whenever he left Japan.

Why don’t you just put Kazu in Mama’s vault? There’s space for three in there, anyway. I think it’d make her happy.

How many times had Yonko said this to Mitch over the years?

You can put his ashes in there with mine after I die, but not before then, Mitch would reply stubbornly.

Mitch, how many days were you wandering around Tokyo by yourself? Just a day? Or was it three?

*

At last, Mitch worked up the courage to call Yonko. He hadn’t expected her to pick up immediately, which caught him off guard.

Yonko – is that you?

Mm.

He laughed timidly, his voice hoarse and shaky. Yonko chuckled, too. She knew it was him right away. That unforgettable voice, as sweet as melted ice cream, words slurring a little at the ends.

I didn’t think you’d still be at this number … I wasn’t sure if I’d get through. I didn’t bring my phone or laptop.

Mm-hmm, Yonko said again.

So, you … ah …

There was a mixture of affection, hesitation and anxiety in Mitch’s voice, making him sound awkward.

What?

Aren’t you … trying to leave?

Yonko laughed again.

Mitch, where are you right now?

Tokyo.

So you came back. Why? Because you remembered the prophecy? Did it come true?

Who cares about all that. You need to get out of here, soon. Aren’t you scared?

Yonko took a deep breath before answering him.

Where have you been all this time?

It doesn’t matter. Look, I’ll come get you, let’s just get out of here.

No, really. Where have you been? What have you been doing?

Please. Come on, we have to leave.

You’ve just come back to Japan from God knows where and now you’re telling me I need to leave? Yonko said, laughing. Besides, what about Kazu’s ashes?

Well …

And then, Mitch, in obvious distress, you described how you’d found a Stewartia tree, its leaves ravaged by a flock of scarab beetles.

Scarab beetles? Wasn’t there a song about those? I don’t think I know what they look like. Oh, wait, you mean the ones the ancient Egyptians prized so much?

No, no, those are dung beetles. Scarab beetles are just … scarab beetles. They live in colonies and eat the roots and leaves of trees, so they’d be natural enemies for gardeners like Kazu.

The Stewartia tree stood in a corner of a municipal park that Kazu used to like. The park had a variety of trees and shrubs – not just the usual azaleas, but daffodils, lilies and roses, too, all in healthy bloom. As a gardener without his own plot of land, Kazu had tended to the park quietly, in his spare time. Sometimes he’d complain about people stealing his flowers. But they’ve probably all wilted away by now. After all, it’s been ten years since he died.

Mitch stands transfixed by the insects squirming in the emerald light. Maybe it’s a good thing Kazu died before all this happened, Yonko thinks as she pictures Mitch with his left shoulder slightly drooping. If Kazu were still alive, he might have shut himself away in his room in mourning. And the plants, held captive, and the soil that nurtures the plants, and the water that flows beneath the soil, and the water that falls from the sky – all of it would be contaminated, along with the insect larvae sleeping in the earth. And after breaking through the soil, they’d eat the contaminated leaves, scattering irradiated pollen. Even the mosquitoes, which have begun to flit around the park, wouldn’t be immune. How could Kazu, who always loved to play in the dirt, have survived the despair? The very ground that he had such faith in was shaking and trembling, and he was helpless to stop it.

It really is just as the prophecy foretold, isn’t it?

Is that what you thought, Mitch, as you gazed at the emerald insects? You’ve never been afraid of scarab beetles, or drone beetles, or caterpillars, or anything like that. You used to catch drone beetles with your bare hands and twist their heads off, brush scarab beetles off of branches and crush them underfoot. Scarab beetles aren’t nearly as tough as drone beetles. But that May, after the disaster, you found a whole swarm of them, so many they seemed to spill out of the tree where they gathered, making a pish pish pish sound as they devoured the leaves. You were overcome by a rush of dizziness and felt your body split open. The emerald light scattered and pierced you. You braced yourself against the sharp pain.

It hasn’t even been a year since Yonko last saw Mitch, but to her it feels like an eternity. He must look like an old man by now. There’s still some hair left on his head, but most of it has gone grey. He wears reading glasses. Yonko knows all this, but still, it’s difficult for her to imagine him this way. When she was a teenager, she used to wonder how a plain-looking girl like herself had ended up with two boys as dazzlingly good-looking as he and Kazu.

Kazu had been a big, muscular, brown-skinned boy. He always kept his eyes lowered, his head down, and his shoulders slumped, as though his body were unbearably heavy. But his curly black hair danced in cheerful spirals around his head, and sometimes he’d look up, as though lifted by those springy curls, and turn his large, shining eyes toward Yonko. His long eyelashes would flicker shyly, and a soft smile would appear on his lips. Yonko loved that smile and could never resist smiling back.

By contrast, Mitch was small and thin. He was quick and agile too, at least until he hurt his leg, running wherever he went, which always set the grown-ups on edge. Yonko used to tease him, saying he looked Spanish. Not that she knew any Spanish boys – it was his sharp, upturned nose and the curious colour of his eyes that gave her that impression. His eyes were brown but occasionally shone an emerald green.

Mitch had always hated cutting his hair. Instead, he’d let it fall in dark waves around his face. He would sneer at everyone he met, twisting his thin lips into the meanest expression he could muster. Eventually this habit left a permanent wrinkle that began just above the right corner of his lip and extended across his right cheek in a deep arc. But the sneer was always offset by a fragile light in his eyes.

Mitch, you chose to come back to Japan now of all times, transfixed by those insects as you stood beneath the Stewartia tree.

Yonko listens along with Mitch to the ceaseless pish pish pish of the insects inside the emerald world. It is the sound of insect time colliding with human time, which has come to a standstill. The radiation has caused the insects to overbreed, and they go on devouring time with their voracious appetite. They crowd and jostle each other on every branch, sometimes falling to the ground. From far away they look like clusters of rough, green fruit swaying in the wind.

Yes, it was windy there, too, Yonko remembers. The branches rustle in the damp, sluggish air, and her field of vision flickers in shades of green, making it difficult to tell who is hiding where. Kazu is crouched down, enveloped in green shadows. He is eight. Mitch is hiding in the same bush, feeling the movement of the wind on his face. Beyond the green is a wide expanse of water, glimmering white. Small waves ripple the surface each time the wind blows. An emerald green droplet borne on the wind lands on the water, reflecting the light. For a while, the glowing, dark green insect whirls around and around on the surface of the pond. At last, it begins to transform into the body of a girl floating face-down. Her orange skirt sways in the water, her hair undulating around her head.

No, you’ve got it all wrong!

pish pish pish pish

Yonko’s head feels like it’s splitting open. She frowns, tearing up.

No, I didn’t get it wrong. I just don’t want to remember. I can’t.

Still, the memory calls her back again.

Look, there’s Mitch and Kazu, in that bush over there.

Suddenly Yonko wants to run to them. But of course, she can’t.

The two boys hold their breath as they crouch in the bush, staring at the white light reflecting off the water. They know how to hide themselves anywhere. Curling up, not moving a muscle. They open their mouths slightly, eyes wide and shining. From time to time, they look at each other and grin. Then Mitch notices another child hiding a short distance away from them. A little girl with bobbed hair.

Is that Yonko? What’s she doing here?

It looks like someone else is with her, too, but he can’t be certain.

Keep still, will you? Shh, quiet.

Beyond the bushes, the pond brims with muddy water after several days of continuous rain. Surrounded by a large grove of trees, it glitters at the bottom of a hollow, a stone bridge stretching across it. It looks like it might once have formed part of the garden of someone’s estate, though now it lies in ruins. The neighbourhood children keep their distance from this damp and gloomy place. Oil pools on the surface of the pond. A dumping ground for all kinds of trash, it exudes a strange smell.

Come to think of it, a lot of radioactive material has probably accumulated in that pond by now – that’s what you’d probably say, Mitch, Yonko thinks, addressing the absent older man.

A girl stands near the pond, alone. Yes, that’s Miki-chan. Mitch and Kazu watch her as she stands at the edge of the water. Yonko, too, is crouched in the bushes, keeping perfectly still.

To this day, she doesn’t understand why the boys stayed hidden in the bushes like that, watching Miki-chan from afar. Neither do Mitch and Kazu. Was it supposed to be a prank? Were they curious what she was doing in a place like this, all alone? Were they planning to jump out of the bushes and surprise her if they’d had just a few more minutes?

Yonko had always been enthralled by little Miki-chan’s beauty. That day, she looked like a little French doll as she stood poised at the edge of the pond. Maybe that was why Yonko, Mitch and Kazu had been hiding in the bushes: to keep watch over her. Was that how it happened – or not at all? Was the whole thing just a child’s fantasy? Even if they could ask Miki-chan herself, she would probably have no idea, either. It was as though she’d suddenly been swept up in a strong wind, and then …

At some point, the children spot one another hiding in the bushes. They could have stood up, or given up hiding and gone out to play, but they didn’t. Every time the scene replayed in Yonko’s mind, her chest would constrict and she’d feel faint. If only Miki-chan had been one step further from the edge. If only one of them had come out of the bushes. If only Miki-chan had been wearing a grey or a black skirt, or any other colour.

pish pish pish pish

The drone of the emerald insects envelops Yonko.

Tabo, an older boy from the neighbourhood, approaches Miki-chan from behind. She is wearing a short orange skirt. She tries to turn around but falls headfirst into the pond. The sound of something hitting the water. Her orange skirt disappears in a white splash, then fans out around her. The splash becomes a cloud of metallic green insects, which begin to flit around the pond. Mitch’s eyes flash like scarab beetles, leaping from the bushes toward the pond. Kazu’s hair stands on end. The whir of insect wings ripples the muddy surface of the pond. There, standing all alone in the green light, is Tabo.

Do you remember, Mitch? How many minutes passed before we crawled out of the brush, trembling as we approached the pond? Was Tabo still there? Or is that not how it happened? Even after all this time – or precisely because so much time has passed – we don’t remember any of the crucial facts. What did we do? Who was there, really?




2

The old mother opens her eyes just a crack. Her eyes are heavy, creased with wrinkles, already wet with tears. In her dream, she’d heard the same sound over and over – a wave, someone sobbing. She always feels like she’s wandering around inside the same dream, and just as she is on the verge of waking up and her eyelids begin to flutter open, it dissolves, disappearing without a ripple.

She lets out a long sigh. Her lower back hurts. So do her shoulders. She is used to pain and has developed a knack for living alongside it.

So I’ve made it through another night without dying, she thinks.

Every morning she is surprised to find she is still alive. And every evening she feels relieved when she lies down and closes her eyes, thinking, At last, I can die now. But evidently, she’s managed to evade death yet again. She has no choice but to pick up where time left off yesterday. This empty time that might extend for decades, centuries even.

She puts on the eyeglasses she’s had for fifteen years, the ones whose temples she’s duct-taped to the rims; reaches for the thick zippered jacket she keeps folded beside her bed; and slips her arms through the sleeves. She long ago stopped bothering to undress before bed. But this jacket, the one with the ragged hem that used to belong to her son, is the only exception, as it’s too uncomfortable to sleep in. She used to change into pyjamas before bed, but at some point she got into the habit of sleeping in her undergarments, then she’d stopped taking off her socks, and finally her pants. Now she doesn’t even put away her futon in the morning, so she can collapse right back onto it at night. She never sleeps long anyway.

She crawls across the tatami floor toward the window and opens the faded curtains. Through the dirty panes, she can just make out the wall of the neighbouring house, illuminated by a streetlamp. There is no reason to open the curtains other than habit, since the dirty window mutes the light like frosted glass. Still, she looks up at the sky, waiting for it to grow light.

It’s April, so the nights are getting shorter. That much she knows. But the chill of winter still clings to the old mother’s body. She spends most of the year sunk in the depths of winter, the freezing darkness seemingly interminable, until the brief moment when a strange orange glare descends upon her before giving way again to the darkness of night. Today, the old mother hunches her shoulders against the cold. If she opened the window, it would be even colder. When the orange light came through, the cold clinging to her back would begin to melt into sweat, dripping down and pooling around her feet. For the old mother, that was the extent of the short season called summer.

Her mouth is parched. She groans as she drags her aching body to the bathroom. She never closes the door, since she lives alone. Back when her son used to live with her, she would lock the door, but now there is no need. She lowers her pants and underwear, then straddles the shaky toilet seat, surrounded by stacks of toilet paper. After her son died, she’d bought a lifetime supply. She figured that a ‘lifetime’ for her wasn’t that long anyway, so she’d bought as much as the room would hold. The fact that she was still alive after her son had died such a miserable, lonely death made her so angry and disgusted with herself that she wished she could bury herself in toilet paper – as though she were trying to convince herself that she was worth less than a roll of toilet paper.

That’s what she’d probably say, at any rate, if someone were to ask why she had so much of it. But the young woman who visits her from time to time never asks anything of the sort, just eyes the mountain of toilet paper suspiciously. She always seems to be searching for proof that the old mother is losing her mind. Maybe she did have a screw loose – with the constant pain in her back, it would only be natural if her mind, too, had begun to break down. She had already accepted it. After all, look how long she’d lived. If only her mind would give way completely, things would be much easier. Unfortunately, she is still lucid enough for the woman to get on her nerves.

The old mother can’t tell whether she’s actually peed. After she’s straddled the toilet for a while, she uses a modest amount of toilet paper, then pulls up her pants. She yanks the cord that hangs from the tank to flush the water, which always sends drops of water flying beyond the toilet bowl. She touches the toilet with a trembling hand. The wetness reminds her of melted snow running down a mountain. Instinctively, she scoops some water up from the toilet bowl and brings it to her mouth. She groans and dips her hand in again. This is death water, she thinks, the kind of water you’re given on your deathbed. It tastes unexpectedly sweet. Everyone is born from water and dies in water.

Just then, the old mother becomes dizzy and slumps against the toilet, her head narrowly missing the bowl. As she crawls on her hands and knees, she sees the plastic lampshade swinging from the ceiling in the main room. She hears something, though only faintly, since she is hard of hearing now. It sounds like the entire apartment building is screaming. The windows rattle dramatically. Must be another earthquake, she thinks. But the stacks of toilet paper in the bathroom haven’t fallen over, and no new cracks have appeared in the windows or walls. The old mother looks at the butsudan, the altar across the room. The room is dark, the altar small, and her glasses unfocused, so she can barely see. Still, the altar looks undisturbed. Only the six kamaboko boards, left over from packaged fish cakes, seem to have fallen over.

The old mother’s eyes fill with tears again. There has been a series of big earthquakes lately.

Once, the young woman who came by the apartment to take care of the old mother asked whether she had heard the news.

Don’t you ever read the newspaper? she’d said. You don’t even have a TV here, do you? There was a huge earthquake, and then a tsunami. It was the worst one on record, a lot of people died or were injured. No, it didn’t reach Tokyo, but that’s not all. Do you know what a nuclear power plant is? Four of the ones in Fukushima exploded, spewing radiation everywhere. People were told to evacuate immediately, dairy farmers had to abandon their cows. Yes, some people even killed themselves out of despair. Radiation is a scary thing, you know. I want to move somewhere where there’s no earthquakes or radiation, but I can’t just abandon everyone I’m responsible for. I mean, without us, you wouldn’t be able to survive. Still, to think something like this could happen in Japan …

The young woman had rambled on and on excitedly as she rubbed the old mother’s feet with a damp towel, in what was apparently supposed to be a massage.

It’s scary, you know, really scary, she repeated.

The old mother had let the woman’s words wash over her, paying her no mind. The voice of her son as a little boy came back to her, and the smell of rain falling on the parched earth.

It’s ra-di-o-ac-tive rain. They say your hair will fall out if you get rained on. So you have to buy an umbrella, okay, Mommy, you don’t wanna go bald, do you?

Later, he’d brought home a broken black umbrella he’d picked up somewhere, or maybe stolen. It was an adult-size umbrella, and the mother had painstakingly mended the ribs and patched the holes in the fabric. Her son was delighted, and though the umbrella was too big and heavy for a child, he took it to his room and spun it around and around, accidentally shattering the light bulb that hung from the ceiling. It must have happened during the day, because the room hadn’t gone dark even after the bulb broke. The mother just stood there in shock, staring at the shards of grey glass scattered all over the tatami. She could still picture the expression on her son’s face as he held the open umbrella. The sight of his mouth hanging open was so funny, she’d forgotten to be angry and just laughed instead.

The old mother had heard the young woman rattling off a string of familiar words – plutonium, strontium, Geiger counter – so that the past and the present began to meld together. How old had her son been then? She herself had been young, too. It was always just the two of them, living a quiet life together. They were poor, but they never starved. She had no memories of the boy’s father. They might have lived together, but only briefly. From the beginning, she’d raised her son on her own. As a young mother, she’d assumed that when he grew up, he’d find a job somewhere, get married and have children. Instead, they’d continued to live together on their own. Then her poor son had died all alone, and she had survived. She’d never thought she’d live this long. She’d always assumed she’d die before him. She’d lost track of how old she was – she knew only how old her son was when he died. He was just about to turn fifty-two.

*

No matter how much the young woman carried on about the tsunami, the earthquake and the nuclear disaster, the old mother showed no reaction, and from this the young woman concluded that the elderly woman was probably senile, that even if she had enough wits about her to manage her day-to-day affairs, she likely couldn’t handle much more. Why should the old mother care, anyway? And with that, the woman had gone home. But the old mother understood. Every time there was an earthquake, the windows rattled and the whole building swayed so hard it threatened to collapse. Once, the tremors were so bad that the mortuary tablet, the six kamaboko boards, and the rice bowl filled with water had fallen off the altar. The plates and bowls in the kitchen had smashed to the ground. Grit fell through the ceiling. Cracks appeared in the walls. Somehow the windows had remained intact, except for a small crack in one corner that the old mother had patched with some paper.

Someone had stopped by after that, a man wearing black-rimmed glasses, perhaps the owner of the building, she wasn’t sure. He inspected the crack in the wall but did not repair it. And it had been that way ever since. Another two or three earthquakes would probably do this apartment in. The old mother hoped that when the time came, she would be crushed along with the building, so she could finally leave this world. No doubt the super, or the owner, or whoever that old man was, was also hoping for another earthquake, so he could tear the building down and sell the lot. Of course, it wouldn’t matter by then, since the world would have ended. But foolish, greedy people would always go on waiting and scheming.

There were no newspapers or televisions in her apartment, but the old mother had her son’s radio, and after the last big earthquake she’d listened to the news about the tsunami assailing the entire Tohoku region. From the static and confusion among the newscasters, even she could tell that something terrible had happened. She was only a child during the Great Kanto Earthquake, so she didn’t remember anything about it. Besides, she had been living in her rural hometown back then, not in Tokyo. A town in a basin, surrounded by mountains. It had been a long time since she’d heard from her family. After she left, there had been a war, years when bombs rained down from the sky. And after the war, she’d given birth to her son.

Even after the Kanto earthquake, even after the war, the world had somehow gone on. This time, however, it wouldn’t.

So this is how the world ends, the old mother thought. If her son were still alive, he’d probably be afraid. At least she didn’t have to witness that.

Most of the people who had been swallowed up by the tsunami had drowned, and those who survived were left to imagine what the dead had suffered. Although the old mother supposed there hadn’t been enough time for them to feel much pain. She’d told her son this long ago: it’s not the dead who suffer most, but the ones who go on living.

As long as we are alive, we can’t escape the flow of time. On the banks of the river, the dead stand quietly swaying, unblinking, watching the people get swept away by the current of time. To the dead, the current seems terribly fast, but in fact, nothing is moving. The dead grow more and more numerous. The old mother and her son count them together.

After the earthquake subsides, the old mother walks over to the sink beside the toilet. Without realizing it, she’s begun to cry again. Saliva is dribbling down her chin. She wonders just how much water is inside her body. Her mouth always feels dry, and though she didn’t mean to cry, the tears and saliva seem to flow of their own volition. She wets her face at the sink, rinses her mouth, and drinks the water. For decades, this has been her little morning ritual. She’d been a mother, after all, which means she is always meticulous about her routine. She hadn’t wanted her son to be a slob. And even though he is gone now, that motherly part of her remains. Her son led a meticulous life indeed, and died a meticulous death. In fact, he was so meticulous that his mother was the only person he could bear to live with. In the end, he had more grey hair on his head than she did.

Of course, she hasn’t forgotten her younger self, nor the way her son looked when he was a baby. His little round nose. How soft his cheeks felt. How smooth his little arms and legs were. She’d continued working; she was a well of energy back then. She didn’t care much about her appearance, but once in a while she’d put on a little lipstick. She’d even fallen in love with a man. He had thick, glossy black hair, and not a single wrinkle on his body. Year by year, her son grew bigger, bringing her an unexpected happiness.

That was a long time ago. So long ago, in fact, that it almost seems like someone else’s memory. It depresses her that she still remembers. She wishes she could leave the past behind entirely. But when her life finally comes to an end and she reaches the gates of hell, when she is asked what was most important to her, she knows she will answer without a second thought that it was being the mother of her son.

The old mother approaches the window and looks out at the sky again. The darkness is beginning to lift. She watches it gradually fade to blue, then carries the rice bowl from the altar to the kitchen and changes the water. She can’t fill it too much or it will spill. Slowly she carries it to the altar, then lights a stick of incense. Just picking up one of the sticks with her dry fingers requires enormous effort. As does lighting it with her hundred-yen lighter. For a long time, she’d used a different lighter, one that her son had left behind. When it finally expired, she thought about using matches, but couldn’t bring herself to part with this trace of her son. So in the end she’d just bought another lighter. Someone had once told her to be careful with incense. Just like candles, they could start fires. Though what would it matter if this old apartment burned down, the old mother thinks, clicking her tongue. If she burned to death, so much the better – it would save someone the time and energy of having to cremate her. Still, it would be a shame if the fire didn’t run its course and she were left liable for the damage, so she is careful to break the incense sticks in half whenever she leaves the altar.

It can hardly be called an altar at all – just an old tin box with a lid. This, too, is something her son had picked up somewhere and brought home with him a long time ago. The mother had polished it with a rag, then wrapped it in a floral-patterned cloth. Originally, she’d made it for the little girl. Little white and pink flowers, perhaps chrysanthemums, danced around the box. She’d made a mortuary tablet out of a kamaboko board and placed it on the lid. This had been the first tablet and was now the oldest. There is nothing written on it except a small red dot. She’d drawn it on with one of her son’s coloured pencils. When it came time to add more mortuary tablets to the altar, she’d had the idea to differentiate them with coloured dots.

After her son died, she’d placed the urn with his ashes inside the tin box and put the mortuary tablet made of plain wood that the police officer had given her behind the other wooden tablets. The urn fit so perfectly inside the box that it seemed specially designed for it.

The makeshift altar the mother calls a butsudan has no connection to any priest, but that doesn’t make it any less real to her. Every morning, she stands in front of it, chanting her sutras so the dead can rest easy as they enter nirvana. For decades since that fateful day, she’s joined her hands in prayer at the altar in the morning, and again before going to bed. When her son was still alive, she’d forced him to pray alongside her. At first, just sitting in front of the altar had made the mother’s whole body tremble and tears trickle out of her closed eyes. The son refused even to look at the tablet, cowering on the tatami instead.

But no matter how much he resisted, the mother forced him to read sutras in front of the altar twice a day. They had to. They were still alive. After a while
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