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A KITTEN ON THE BREEZE
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Our First Place

It was the end of summer, 1977. At least I think it was late summer. I found a cat, a little ball of fluff. A teeny tiny baby kitten.

Her face was the size of a coin, and was split by her huge wide-open mouth as she hung suspended in the dark. She was stuck in the fence of a junior high school on the banks of the Tamagawa River in the Y neighbourhood of Fuchu City in western Tokyo.

What direction was the wind blowing that night? It was most likely a gentle breeze blowing up to my house from the river. I followed her cries as they carried on this breeze. At first I searched the gaps in the hedge around my house and in among the weeds of the empty plots on my street. But her cries were coming from high up, not low down. I looked up and suddenly saw a little white dot.

The large expanse of the school grounds was shrouded in the dim light. Before me was a high fence separating the road and the school. Somebody must have shoved the kitten into the fence. She was hanging so high up that even on tiptoe, I could barely reach her as she clung on for dear life.

With sharp pointy ears, innocent glistening eyes and a pink slit of a mouth, she was puffing her body up as much as she could to stop herself from falling, looking down at me fearfully. It was obvious that she hadn’t dropped there out of nowhere or climbed up by herself, but had been put there deliberately out of malice or mischief.

‘Come with me …’

I reached out my arms and the tiny kitten clung on to me with surprising strength. She was freezing cold, a helpless little thing. I hugged her to my chest and a sweet animal scent filled my nostrils. Her body was infused with the smell of milk and summer. The smooth feel of soft baby fur filled the palm of my hand.

She couldn’t have been long born, yet she already had perfectly formed needle-sharp claws, and her nose and mouth and everything about her was tiny and adorable. As I stroked her, she leaned her entire body weight into me, helplessly light, and bumped her head against me a few times.

I didn’t know where her mother was, or whether she had been dumped or had strayed from her mother and got lost before someone put her into the fence. All I knew was that she must have felt utterly desperate hanging up there, and I just wanted to give her somewhere cosy to rest at least for the night. Did I have any milk at home? I’d have to find a box where she could feel safe … My mind full of such thoughts, I hugged her to my chest and rushed back home.

‘A kitten,’ I told my husband as I ran into the kitchen. ‘She was crying outside.’ I held her up by the scruff of her neck for him to see. ‘Look how little she is!’ My cotton shirt made a ripping sound as I peeled her away from my chest. In the light I could see she had a pretty face. She was a calico, with white, black and tan stripes on her head and patches on her back, and a belly that was pure white.

It was over twenty years ago now, but I can still clearly remember that tiny kitten’s sharp claws. I’ll never forget how she innocently butted her little head against my chest, either. Or the breeze that night. Those cries from the school fence would never have reached me without it. Maybe it delivered her cries to my window. Perhaps by some ghostly chance the breeze from the river had a magical power that night.

The breeze came in waves from the river up to the houses in my neighbourhood. Maybe it was the quality of the water, but to me it always seemed to have a refreshing smell of liquor, and it was so pleasant, neither too strong nor too cold, that in summer and autumn I wanted to keep my windows open all the time. Or maybe it was thanks to the power of my windows that I found my cat.

Three years or so after we moved to Tokyo, I abruptly stopped making yellow curtains. In the little house we’d lived in before this one, I’d been obsessed with making yellow curtains and yellow cushions.

Our first house had been on the banks of the Edogawa in eastern Tokyo. It was a new residential development in which all the houses were two storeys, all the same shape with the same layout of rooms, all tightly packed together. The land had been carved up and sold off, with houses crammed in as tightly as possible with no space at all for anything like gardens, and so close together that if you put your ear against the wall you could hear the sound of the TV or voices next door.

Within a month of moving in, I realised the house was full of dust mixed with yellow sand. The sand relentlessly got into the cracks between the tatami mats, and in the rails of the sash window frames, and it turned my duster yellow in no time at all. After battling for weeks against this yellow dust brought on the breeze from goodness knows where, to counter it I finally decided to furnish the house with rugs made from yellow and orange fabrics, yellow curtains, and yellow and lemon-coloured cushions. If I covered everything in the same colour, the dust wouldn’t be so visible any more. As a result, our house was filled to the rafters with pop colours and just stepping inside it felt like being in a meadow of poppies. Yet even such desperate measures didn’t solve the problem of the yellow sand.

I was only cured of this yellow sickness when we moved out west to Fuchu City. We were still living near a river here, but the breeze was completely different.

We had come to this house on the banks of the Tamagawa in the spring of 1975. It belonged to my husband’s colleague A, who had been transferred by their company to another part of the country and had rented it to us so we could keep an eye on it. It was a comfortable house with a child’s swing in the garden. It had a spacious south-facing living room separated from a bright kitchen by a counter, in addition to two Japanese-style rooms and a small storeroom.

All the rooms had windows with a good view outside. There was plenty of space between us and the surrounding houses, and you couldn’t hear any noise through the walls.

Houses are strange. Inside they have voices, a sense of presence. Rooms have their own smell, but also air that is embracing and tender. Maybe the heart of the person who built a house permeates its every corner. Even though this house in Fuchu belonged to someone else, unlike our previous place it always had a pleasant aspect.

I stopped buying yellow fabrics. White suited our new place. The curtains were white, and the house looked prettiest with minimal furnishings. I didn’t place any rugs on the floor. The sensation of bare feet on the wooden floors became the essence of home.

I grew accustomed to the sight of the swing swaying in the breeze and to the soft, warm touch of the grass in the garden. Even though the sofa and most of the tableware and other contents of the kitchen cupboards belonged to someone else, after six months I already felt as though we’d been living there for years. I loved strolling along the river embankment at dusk on my days off, gazing at the surface of the water.

In early spring dogwood bloomed white and pink outside the houses, and wooded areas here and there were full of the white flowers of robinia trees. We’d moved into this house in spring but, before we knew it, it was already autumn and the landscape was changing rapidly.

I only realised that the trees in front of our house were robinias when the white flowers came into bloom. When I opened the windows, the curtains puffed up in the breeze carrying their dense fragrance. The blossoms made the whole neighbourhood feel cheerful. I had never lived anywhere with such a fragrant breeze before.

My days were now so peaceful I could scarcely believe I had once been possessed by the yellow sickness.

It was at this point that I met my cat. She would never have been able to sneak into my lightened heart the way she did had this place not been colourless and transparent. I was giddily happy, no longer irritated by the sand or continually running around with a duster. Maybe it was because my defences were down that I readily welcomed her into my life after our eyes met, our skin came into contact, and I set off walking without a second thought.


Kitten tiny

Claws see-through like egg white

Ears moving listening

Eyes moist limpid

The faint smell of liquor in the neighbourhood night

You’ve come from far away

Welcome hello

Me human you cat






Another Cat I Remember

Had I always liked cats?

The only cat I’d ever known was the one we’d had at our home in the Nagoya countryside in the late 1950s. That cat had belonged to an old lady called Tsune who lived with us, but he’d often go missing and the whole family would be in uproar trying to find him.

His name had been Shiro. Whenever I recalled Shiro, what came to mind was a plump white cat walking clumsily over all the futons airing in the veranda and on the roof. That was Shiro. He had been in our home for as long as I could remember and I didn’t know where he had come from or how he’d come there. When I asked my mother she just tilted her head questioningly and said she vaguely remembered someone having given him to Tsune.

Tsune was my mother’s aunt. She had married twice but both marriages had ended unhappily and she’d come back home, and was already living with my family by the time I was born. Her first marriage had ended when she couldn’t have children and was sent home, and the second after her husband became involved with another woman. Both of those misfortunes were due to the male chauvinism of a feudalistic household system, and both had made her a somewhat difficult woman.

Her disposition was a mix of hysteria and depression that constantly created waves in the house. My father, who had been adopted into the family as the heir, disliked dealing with her and kept well out of her way, while Tsune herself had no doubt had her fill of men.

The only presence in the house that she had any affection for at all was her cat Shiro, and as long as Shiro was with her she would be in a good mood. Upon closer observation, she was an ambivalent mix of childishness and intransigence, either of which would hold sway depending on her mood in the moment.

It was when Shiro disappeared that Tsune grew hysterical, and she would run around searching for him, calling his name. She wasn’t alone. Searching with her was Shiiko, a woman with no relatives of her own who had settled herself in the house as a kind of companion to Tsune long before I was born.

Tsune was childless and Shiiko had no family. In some ways they were similar, but what was interesting about their friendship was the way that Shiiko blindly obeyed Tsune. Shiiko was said to have suffered a brain disease as a child, and she didn’t know her own mother’s name or remember anything about the house she had grown up in.

Her childhood memories seemed particularly vague, and whenever anyone asked her about her mother or family, she would always answer, ‘I don’t know. I just don’t know.’ If anyone pushed her further on the matter, she stopped talking and got so flustered she would start crying.

Shiiko often looked after me when I was little, and in my child’s mind I always wondered what it would have been like not to have parents or not to know where you’d been born, and felt sad.

Shiiko was the one who took care of Shiro. After meals she would put the leftovers in his bowl, go around wiping his muddy pawprints with a cloth, and when he disappeared she would spend much of the day looking for him. This hunt for Shiro was a daily occurrence, and the sight of Shiiko running around was a sign that she had been infected by Tsune’s search for her cat.

Calling ‘Shiro’s gone missing. Shiro! Shiro!’, Shiiko would first rush to the chicken coop that Shiro liked so much, then into the garden, and from the garden she would go through the main gate, peek in the storehouse, then go out into the fields and the bamboo grove.

I didn’t know if this was typical behaviour for cats or whether it was just Shiro, but he was always going missing. Thinking about him now, I wonder whether he used to visit the neighbours, or whether he had a favourite spot in the fields where he would go to play, but he seemed to spend more time outside than at home. And Shiiko was constantly running around after him. She knew very well that Tsune would be in a good mood whenever Shiro was home, and so she couldn’t help going out to look for him.

‘Is Shiro around?’ Tsune would ask Shiiko. If he was, she would answer, ‘Yes, he is,’ but if he wasn’t she would be out like a shot searching for him. The way she ran off was so frantic that my mother and I couldn’t help laughing. ‘Shiiko’s looking for the cat again!’ we’d say. This was all very well, but sometimes both Shiiko and the cat would still be missing when we needed help getting dinner ready or with neighbourhood duties.

Amid all the uproar my father would pull a face as though he’d swallowed a fly and mutter, ‘That damned cat again.’

When we started hearing shrill conversations around the house – ‘Is Shiro there?’ ‘No, he’s not!’ ‘No? But he was here at lunchtime. We’ll have to keep looking. What are you doing?’ – the whole house would be on tenterhooks, knowing that Tsune was getting hysterical.

‘I don’t suppose it could be one of those shamisen makers, could it?’ she would screech. ‘Shiiko, have you checked in the wells?’

At that time, you would often get tradesmen specialising in catching cats in the countryside to use their skin on shamisen. They would deftly garotte the cat with a tool made of thin rolled wire. Also, there were two wells on our property. Tsune’s fears always ended up in the same conclusions: either Shiro had been caught by a cat killer or he had fallen into a well.

But when Shiro was sleeping on the veranda or in the garden, Tsune would look utterly at peace. On cold winter days, as the coals glowed red in the brazier, Shiro would be curled up asleep next to it with Tsune huddled up absently warming her hands over it. At times like these, with nothing in particular to do, Shiiko would sit in the corner of the room smiling. Even when Shiro walked over the futons with muddy paws, Tsune would just laugh, ‘Oh no, Shiro …!’ My mother was always the one to clean Shiro’s muddy pawprints off the futons, but she would just say, ‘Shiro again!’, as though she was used to it. Sometimes, if she hadn’t had time to do it or just couldn’t be bothered, his pawprints were clearly visible at nose level on the children’s futons laid out at bedtime.

Entirely unconcerned by the commotion and laments of the adults, Shiro would continue to abscond regularly. Searching for him in the wide-open fields and bamboo groves of the countryside was no easy matter. My mother would always laugh in amusement at Shiiko running around in her worn-out geta calling, ‘Shiro! Shiro!’, her voice getting progressively thinner until finally it sounded as worn as an overstretched rubber band.

‘She might as well give up. But I suppose it takes her mind off it too.’

Shiiko herself probably got fed up with Tsune always wanting her around.

Whenever Tsune went out, Shiiko would accompany her. She would traipse after her carrying her bundle and kicking the hem of her short kimono so that it flapped about. She would probably have preferred to relax at home while Tsune was out but could never say so to her face, so searching for Shiro was her chance to taste a bit of freedom away from her.

There were all sorts of plants growing on the paths through the fields, and while Shiiko was searching for Shiro she would pluck fruit from a large fig tree and put it in her mouth. On the banks of the river behind the house she would watch flies, crucian carps and crayfish flitting around in the river while pretending to look for Shiro. Sometimes she would squat down amid all the cosmos and chrysanthemums blooming in the back garden. ‘Shiiko, what are you doing?’ I once asked her. ‘I’m looking for Shiro,’ she answered. So I crouched down with her beneath the cosmos flowers pretending to look for Shiro. ‘Copycat!’ I said, and did a pee.

Even now, all these decades later, the sound of Tsune’s shrill voice calling night and day for Shiro still echoes in my ears, but I’ve come to understand that lacking a family and children of her own, Shiro was the only one she could relate to.

I have absolutely no recollection of how or when Shiro disappeared from the house or how he died, but from time to time Tsune’s distant voice would reach me on the wind, making me feel strangely desolate and melancholy.

Looking at old photographs, Tsune always had the corners of her mouth set in a grimace. Not having known happiness as a woman, instead having fallen victim to men and societal norms, had given her a fierce gaze and strong jawline. There was even something of a big cat glaring out of the shadows about her. Her eyes appeared to be rejecting something, to be repressing some inexpressible emotion. The eyes of a woman that had entirely left behind any softness, that were dignified but also somewhat unapproachable.

In contrast, when Shiro was with her, her face seemed to melt. Tsune and Shiro basking in the sun on the veranda, Tsune and Shiro beside the large brazier with a heat shimmer rising from it. Tsune and Shiro together, luxuriating in the heat from the sun and the fire.

As a child, life went on whether Shiro was there or not. When he was at home, I naturally accepted his presence and would play with him, and when he wasn’t around I naturally accepted the fact there was going to be a big fuss again. Only my father was irritated by him.

My father often used to say things like, ‘Cats are such creepy creatures, noiselessly rubbing up against your legs like that.’ He also said they were duplicitous animals. ‘You never know what they’re thinking!’ Dogs were different. According to him, even if you kept dogs on a leash all day, they knew that was their place. He was a dog person, through and through.

Oblivious to what was said of him, Shiro would nap on the veranda without a care in the world and roam as he liked, paying no heed to the hysterical exchanges between Tsune and Shiiko.

And the same commotion would happen every day, with Tsune wailing that Shiro had disappeared, and Shiiko dashing off around the garden and fields at dusk. Watching all this going on, with no understanding of the nature of these animals, I couldn’t help but wonder at the humans running around and having their days disrupted all because of a cat.
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