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By the time we realized a quarrel
had started, it was already too late to
do anything. We heard in the same moment
a shrill cry like the wail of an infant
and a low, husky shout, and then it
looked as though one of the women’s
bodies was suddenly crumpling before our
eyes. The body collapsed face-down to the
ground, and though we noticed a pool of
red spreading quickly around her, it
didn’t occur to us right away that
anything serious had happened; we merely
looked on blankly at the woman’s
disheveled body.
-- She’s dead.
-- Stabbed in the chest.
-- With just a single stroke. What
terrible luck!
-- And what a mess the other
woman’s gotten herself into-- I mean,
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-- What’s going to happen, now
(
)
that someone has died?
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Whispers from the onlookers filled the air.
We were at a park with a lake, not far from my house. A group of
women who had graduated from a girls’ high school were getting together for
the first time in some while. Both the stabbed woman and the attacker were
members of that class.
Still unable to believe that the stabbed woman could really be dead
or that a person could die so easily over something so trivial, we became
conscious of the attacker and shifted our gaze toward her. She stood
silently beside the dead woman, her back hunched over as though nothing-not her eyes or ears or any other organ-- was functioning any longer. The
only change was in her complexion, which had turned a pale green. The word
“murder” came to mind. All avenues of escape were now closed to her. So
many people had witnessed what she did, after all. The blood drained from
my face as well, and my legs began to shake. How could a simple argument
escalate into something so awful?
When we were in high school, the assailant was often said to resemble
an actress of the day, and she herself was very proud of her well-featured
face. She seemed rather stuck-up, an impression exaggerated by the wealth
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of her family, and
she often seemed
like a show-off.
Even after she
married and had
children, that
impression did not
seem to change much.
But just now this
woman had been
transformed into
something utterly
different, a person
deprived of contact
with any other human
being in the world,
a solitary existence
stripped even of her
name. The
transformation was overpowering to me and to the other women, rendering us
incapable of movement. All we could do was continue watching the woman from
the sidelines. Even if we had wanted to help her by acting as though
nothing had happened, now that a person was dead, that wasn’t an option for
us. And yet faced with this sudden death, we had no idea what our initial
response should be.
It felt as though a very long time passed. I wondered whether there
was something we should have done immediately in order to save the life of
the woman that we had decided was already dead. But by now it was too late.
The woman’s body had already started to change color and been transformed
into a corpse.
The murderer suddenly straightened up and her features hardened. She
first looked in our direction, and we stiffened, fearing she might make
some sort of appeal to us. But her eyes never focused on us onlookers.
Instead, she tried to lift up the corpse at her feet all by herself. Even
though she was able to get both arms around the torso, she was unable to
lift the body. Her face flushed red, but still she could not get things to
go her way. After examining the situation several times, she picked up both
legs of the corpse and began dragging it with all her might. The corpse
seemed very heavy-- the woman hunched over and clenched her teeth, and even
though she was putting every ounce of force into the endeavor, the corpse
moved only a little at a time. We continued to watch the woman; it never
even occurred to us to try to stop her, much less to help her. The woman,
too, had utterly forgotten that there were people around her.
When she struggled her way to a spot a little way away from us, she
placed the corpse to one side and began digging a hole in the ground with
both hands. She dug single-mindedly, but since she had no tools, she made
2

little progress. Just what was she planning to do with the corpse? We
couldn’t imagine what she was thinking.
Having dug the hole-- or perhaps it would be better to say that all
she had done was stir up the top layer of the soil-- the woman seemed to
have decided she was finished and stopped digging. She dragged the body to
that spot and studiously began to
sprinkle soil over it. Once the
corpse had disappeared from sight
she firmed up the mound with the
palms of her hands and rose to her
feet. A look of relief washed over
her face as though she had now
finished handling a bothersome
situation, and after vigorously
shaking the dirt from her palms she
hurried away, still oblivious to
those of us who continued to
observe her and even appearing to
have already forgotten all about
the corpse.
Feeling deflated, we watched
her retreat into the distance until
we could no longer see her.
-- Does she think that she
somehow hid it by burying it in a place like that?
-- She’s made up her mind that nobody saw her.
-- If you make up your mind that nobody saw you, that’s what happens.
-- Now what?
-- Hmm.
Once again the voices whispered back and forth.
-- I don’t imagine she’ll want to come back here again.
-- She probably assumes she’s basically taken care of everything.
-- Yes, but if she’d just chosen some other place...
-- She wasn’t in any state of mind to worry about the location.
-- Well, for her, she did what she could...
When the onlookers had finished exchanging views, they seemed to have
decided that there was nothing more to do but to let matters take their
course. Some went over and sat down on benches; some headed toward the
pond. They moved away in groups of three and four in the most casual of
manners. For a few moments I, too, began to feel at ease, as if a great
burden had been lifted from my shoulders, but when I glanced toward the new
earthen hill that the woman had left behind, my thoughts turned to the
alteration that would take place in the corpse beneath the ground, and I
felt ill. Perhaps if this were a place I didn’t frequent I wouldn’t have
felt so concerned about it. But unfortunately this park is very close to
where I live, and I look up at this grove of trees almost every day, and
sometimes I even have to walk through here. I was sure that each time I
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passed by I would think
about the corpse’s
transformation, and I would
continue to worry about
when the body would be
discovered, just as if I
had buried the corpse there
myself. The longer it lay
undiscovered, the less
conspicuous the mound of
earth would become, soon
becoming indistinguishable
from any other location,
and it’s not unimaginable
that I might thoughtlessly
plant my foot right into
the center of the spot. The
feeling of that decomposed
corpse beneath the earth
being crushed!
I felt suddenly nauseated, and I had to ask a person beside me:
-- But, doesn’t someone have to report this to the police? We know
right where this spot is...
The woman turned to me with a vacant expression as though she had not
understood what I was asking.
-- There’ll be problems if we don’t notify the police right away.
Since we all saw what happened, surely we can’t just do nothing!
-- Why not? She gaped at me and asked in a soft voice.
-- Well, for starters, there’s a dead person over there...
-- It’s all right. We can leave things as they are. We all saw it,
didn’t we? That’s enough. We’re not the ones who will discover the body.
Someone else will do that. Listen, somebody is sure to find it and notify
the police, and the police will do all sorts of investigating. We don’t
have to go out of our way to do anything. Time no longer has any meaning
for the dead, for one thing. See? That’s how it is.
She flashed a smile and walked away.
So that’s how it is. Recalling the scene I had witnessed, I felt as
though I could now accept what had happened.

One night I took my two children to see flying squirrels1 in the
forest. It had been a hot day in midsummer. Someone had told me that if you
went to that forest at night, you’d have no trouble seeing the squirrels
flying from tree to tree in search of food. The location was about two
1

The Japanese flying squirrel has a web of skin between its legs which it uses to glide
between trees. Glides of 500 feet have been recorded. The body is about 10–20 inches long,
and the tail a further 12–15 inches. It weighs between 1½ and 3 pounds.
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hours from where we lived in Tokyo. We decided
to set out right away. That was the
summer four years ago, the last summer
my younger child spent in this
world.
For a long while I had
wanted to see in person, with my
own eyes, the wild squirrels darting
through the skies in a nighttime forest.
I had watched them in a zoo, but you
really can’t say you’ve seen a flying
squirrel if all you’ve seen is some of them
curled up asleep. Since I knew only life in
the city, the thought of squirrels gliding
through the air seemed almost mystical to me.
But I wonder whether I would have actually
felt like going to see them had it not
been for my son, the younger of my two
children. From the time he first became aware of
the world around him, his fascination with
unusual living things-- loaches2 and goldfish of every type, green
caterpillars, spiders, earthworms, water beetles, water scorpions, and
other aquatic creatures, along with frogs and newts, lizards, and snakes-merely intensified with the passage of time. His curiosity wasn’t limited
to insects and animals: he was mesmerized by plants with peculiar ecologies
such as cacti, spherical lake-jewels, and carnivorous plants. He became
engrossed in learning about the universe, about human and animal anatomy,
about the atom-- about, ultimately, anything and everything that was
strange and mysterious.
Once I realized his inclination toward such things, it was natural
for me as his mother to notice and point out to him things that would
delight him, whether I saw them on television or as I walked along the
street. If the item wasn’t particularly expensive, I’d end up buying it for
him. And his reaction never disappointed me: he would always come flying,
eyes flashing, to see what I had gotten him. I was certain he’d be thrilled
by seeing the flying squirrels glide through the trees. My heart leaped
when I heard about them, and I knew I had to let my son see them.
He was eight years old. As he grew he showed some real promise, and I
wanted to provide him with a variety of useful experiences. We went camping
and set off on a ten-day vacation-- all in all a very active summer. When I
told him about the flying squirrels, without a moment’s hesitation he made
up his mind that he wanted to go see them. My daughter, four years older
than her brother, announced she would go with us (“If he’s going, I’m going
too!”), less out of interest in the squirrels than driven by a sense of
competition with him.
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slender freshwater fishes of Eurasia and Africa resembling catfishes
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If we left Tokyo on an express bus around three in the afternoon, we
would arrive at our destination no later than six. As we ate dinner there,
we would wait for darkness to envelop the forest. Evidently the squirrels
emerge from their nests and do their most vigorous flying for about an
hour, starting around 7:30. I was surprised to learn that the squirrels do
not build their dwellings hidden away deep in the heart of the forest. With
the trees in the forests today being used as a source of wood, virtually
all the hundred-year-old trees have disappeared. But flying squirrels live
only in the hollows of older trees.
Several trees of at least one hundred
or two hundred years in age can always
be found within the precincts of a
Shinto shrine located in an inhabited
area. Realizing that, the squirrels
had settled into the groves of trees
surrounding the shrines, and at night
they set out for the mountain forests
that were their native domain. Because
their gliding operates on the same
principle as that of a parachute, they
are limited in the distance they can
fly. They leap from a high point on
one tree to a lower point on the next
tree; then they climb that tree and
leap from its highest point toward
another tree. The goal of these
squirrels is to continue this process
until they reach the mountains, but
since the distance between the shrines
and the mountains is covered with both
fields and highways, at certain points
they are forced to scramble across the
unfamiliar ground just like moles. In
the process, some are attacked by
Shinto shrine (Mount Mitake)
dogs; others run over by automobiles.
Shinto is a Japanese religion dating from
That’s the situation into which the
the early 8th century, incorporating the
flying squirrels have been driven in
worship of ancestors and nature spirits
modern times, we were told.
with a belief in sacred power (kami) in
In the local villages, primarily
both animate and inanimate things. The
vast majority of people who take part in
at the schools, action was taken to
Shinto rituals also practice Buddhist
protect the squirrels. They even set
rituals, for Shinto and Buddhism do not
up an organization to encourage as
require professing faith to be a believer
many people as possible to come and
or a practitioner. Most “life” events are
handled by Shinto, with “death” events
observe the squirrels, during which
handled by Buddhism; for example, it is
time they could explain their present
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typical in Japan to register or celebrate
a birth at a Shinto shrine, while funeral
arrangements are generally dictated by
Buddhist tradition.

plight and solicit funds. It was a local person involved in such activities
who helped us pick the day and time and gave us directions to the shrine in
the grove where the flying squirrels could be seen.
As the express bus finally approached our destination, the mountain
forests visible through the window had caught the light of the setting sun
and had begun to divide into segments that glittered almost blindingly and
segments that were sinking into dark shadows. My emotions seemed to be
pulled deeply into those shadows, and when I realized that I was not
starting home with my children, but in fact had not even arrived at our
destination, I was struck by the irrational fear that I had thoughtlessly
dragged my children into a frightening situation. The mountains-- really,
just gently rolling hills-- could no longer be seen. The bus continued
through the flat country landscape, which was rimmed with a succession of
meager farm plots at the base of the hills and nothing at all worth seeing.
Fortunately my son, who always suffered from motion sickness, slept through
the entire ride thanks to the medicine I had given him.
After we climbed off the bus, we got into a taxi and proceeded to a
school near the shrine. Already more than a dozen people like us had
gathered to see the squirrels. Boxed dinners were handed out to each of us
who had ordered them, since we were told there were no restaurants or inns
nearby. After we ate, we looked at the school’s exhibits of the moles and
field mice that inhabit the area. Then, in a tiered classroom we listened
to a lecture about the flying squirrels, complete with maps and slides. The
group of spectators was made up mostly of children who had come with their
middle-school class, families, and elderly people with plenty of time on
their hands. They all listened with unexpected composure to the school-like
lecture, and a few of them even took notes. My children, perhaps fascinated
to be in a classroom after dark, sat rigidly and paid close attention to
what was said.
After the lecture, T-shirts, books,
postcards, and bookmarks were sold
to support efforts to protect
the squirrels. My children,
believing that one was expected
to buy such things, hounded me
until I bought something for them:
for my daughter, a T-shirt, and for my
son, a book on frogs-- which had nothing
to do with squirrels!
A little after 7:30, we finally set
out for the forest. They told us we were
free to use flashlights along the way,
but that they absolutely had to be
turned off when they gave the signal.
Flying squirrels are very cautious, and
if they have even the slightest
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indication that humans are lurking nearby,
they refuse to come out of the tree
hollows. The squirrels did not, however,
respond to red light, and so a couple of
them were brought along with us. We were
asked not to make loud noises and to be
very quiet when speaking.
All it took was the walk along the
path to the shrine for me to be terrified
by the intensity of the darkness. My
sixth-grade daughter walked casually ahead
of me, so I didn’t worry about her, but I
clutched the hand of my second-grade son
more tightly than necessary and kept
whispering insistently to him: “Don’t let
go! If you run off by yourself, it’s so
dark here that once you’ve wandered away
you’ll never find your way back!”“If you
aren’t careful, you’ll fall in the river!”
I am continually haunted by the fear of becoming separated from my
children and never see them again for as long as I live. Having lost sight
of my husband around the time my son was born, I had to get a job, and
often I had to leave my children with others. Perhaps that was the source
of some of my fears. What if I were involved in some kind of accident right
at the time I was supposed to pick up my children and didn’t show up on
time? What if something unexpected happened to their sitter and she
disappeared somewhere with them? Suppose we were headed for the busy
downtown area of the city, or off to some friend’s house, or starting on a
trip-- what if we were separated from one another in an eddy3 of strangers
in some unfamiliar place? I could never free myself from the fear that my
children might wander endlessly inside a maze with no exit.
It will happen someday. There’s no way you can avoid such a calamity.
That murmuring voice has echoed without ceasing somewhere inside my body
from the moment I became a mother. It has now been four years since my son,
on the eve of his graduation from second grade, was suddenly snatched away
from me by an unexplained death. My immediate thought was There-- what
you’ve always dreaded has finally happened! But I couldn’t link that
thought to the unfathomable phenomenon called “death,” and I am never for a
moment free from suffering over the situation that he is simply “missing.”
Even now, four years after it happened, I’m fine in the light of day, but
after I fall asleep at night, I remain in constant dread of the possibility
that I might someday, somewhere, be separated from my two children.
The sign was given, and in unison we turned off our flashlights. In
their place, the red lights were switched on. Whispering voices passed
along the reminder that we needed to avoid making any noises.
3

a movement of water, counter to a main current, causing a small whirlpool
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Shrinking back from the deepening blackness, I abruptly hugged my son
to me and whispered, “Where’s your sister? When she’s not right here next
to me, I have no idea what’s going on.”
“Shhhhh! We can’t talk! She’s right over there, so don’t worry!” he
answered in a subdued voice.
The group silently collected at a spot behind the shrine where we had
been told we would have a clear view of the tree hollows where the
squirrels live. Two small spotting scopes and some binoculars were provided
for us.
Our guide directed the red lights toward the grove of trees within
the shrine precincts. Evidently the squirrels’ nests were in more than one
location. He shined the two lights back and forth and then quickly waved
the onlookers over and whispered: “Look, you can see the eyes of the
squirrels shining red. If you look closely you’ll see. You can see two red
points of light right next to each other.” His words were passed along to
those standing in a
spot a little
separated from us.
“Where?”“That
tree right in the
middle, apparently.”
“There’s two of
them!”“Two? Ah, I
see them!”“You can
see some over there,
too!”“Oh, they’ve
gone back into their
nests!” The time we
had waited for with
anticipation had
finally arrived, and
every member of the
group was excited.
Jostling against one
another, we tried to pick out the red points of light in the darkness.
I was equally anxious, and I asked a person who happened to be
standing next to me, “Where do you see them? Which tree?” She indicated
with her finger. When I finally located the glittering lights, I quickly
pointed them out to my son. Wondering where my daughter was, I glanced
around. Someone beside her had shown them to her.
“Wow! They’re really flashing!” In his excitement, my son spoke at
normal volume. Immediately he gave me a look that said he had realized his
blunder, and he shrugged his shoulders. Then, in a deliberate whisper he
asked, “So, why are their eyes like that?”
“Probably because they’re reflecting the light that’s shining at
them. Their eyes seem to shine with the same intensity as the light that’s
directed toward them.”
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“Why do they look like they’re shining?”
“I wonder... Maybe it’s because they’re creatures of the night. But
it really is strange, isn’t it? I wonder why they glimmer like that.”
They were tiny red dots of light, literally no larger than a pinhole.
If you didn’t use binoculars, you couldn’t even tell that there were two of
those dots side by side. Because of the darkness it was difficult to
determine how far we were standing from the squirrels, but I imagine it
must have been a considerable distance. The points of light were so tiny
you normally couldn’t even see them, but once you did catch sight of them,
it was surprising how intense the light really was. Even knowing that they
merely reflected the light shone on them from without, a person couldn’t
help but be captivated by the almost dazzling glimmer of those tiny red
lights. That tiny, red, unapproachable, all-too-brilliant glimmer.
When they informed us that the squirrels had started to emerge from
their nests, everyone pushed and shoved and peered into the scopes and
binoculars to help one another identify the creatures scrambling from their
nests and climbing up the tree trunks. Initially we were able to pick them
out as well. We were told that nearly thirty of them were living in this
forest. So long as the winds and rain were not severe, every day about half
the squirrels would watch for the darkness of night to settle in and then
set out together for the mountains.
Once all the squirrels had emerged from their nests, we hurriedly
shifted to a location on the opposite side of the shrine. We were told that
the squirrels, who had climbed to the very top of the old hollow trees,
would at last begin to fly. The bank of a
stream flowing along the opposite side of
the grove was the best place to observe
the gliding of the squirrels. The guide
made his way around the group, excitedly
whispering to the onlookers, “They’ll
start flying from right up around there.
Yes, right up there. It happens very
quickly, so watch carefully!” A young man
who appeared to be his assistant directed
the red lights toward the upper branches
of the old trees, which seemed to be the
starting point for the gliding.
I passed the guide’s words along to
my son: “He says it’s right up there. And
that they move very quickly, so you’ve got
to watch carefully!” Eagerly we waited for
the squirrels to start flying. At some
time along the way, my daughter had come
back beside me. We were now farther from
the grove than we had been earlier. The
clump of old trees created a black wall up into the heights of the sky. I
couldn’t determine just where or how the bodies of those tiny creatures
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would glide across those dark shadows. I stared at the spot where the red
lights were shining until I was seized by a light-headed, drowsy feeling
and an infantile sense of loneliness mounted within me.
“Look! They’re flying! They’re
flying!” someone called, and even though
every subsequent cry came in suppressed
tones, the entire group was in a
frenzied state. “There went one! I saw
it!” the voices kept repeating, and
cries of wonder and even laughter sprang
up here and there. And the excitement
continued: “There’s another one! Now one
over there!” Apparently any number of
them were launching into flight, one
after another. But I still hadn’t seen a
single one gliding through the sky. Each
time a cry sounded, I would quickly shift my eyes toward the indicated
spot, but whether r couldn’t make out the figures or whether I had looked
too late, I couldn’t locate any movement whatsoever. I had no idea what
sort of movement I should be watching for. If there were just something
tangible to rely on, no matter how tiny, it would be easier to get a
glimpse of the gliding shadows, but I couldn’t even imagine what to look
for, so I just let my eyes float aimlessly around the blackness of the
forest.
“Wow! That one was huge. Huge!”
Yet another cry. Just as the voice erupted, I had the feeling that
something had glided past my eyes, but when I strained to see if that might
have been it, I could no longer see anything.
Excited voices were exchanged just to my side: “That one really flew
really far!”
“I saw it. Very clearly.”
“Did you see that one?” I asked my son, whose hand I still clutched.
“I did. I saw it! It went whooshing by. Did you see it, Mom?”
“I’m not sure.”
“But there’s so many of them. How could you not see them? I’ve seen a
whole lot of them!”
“Really?”
He nodded proudly.
It was so strange to me-- how could all those other people see the
squirrels? Had they actually seen the flying figures? And was I expected to
say that I had seen them, too? I felt that I should, in a way. But the
truth was that I had not seen one single thing for sure, and I could hardly
bring myself to declare that I had. I didn’t know where I should look. I
didn’t have a clue to what my eyes should be following. I couldn’t see a
thing. Even so, something had darted past my eyes. But I could not catch
its movement.
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Today, four years later, I’m having an equally difficult time
locating my son. I feel like he’s standing beside me. But he’s not. This
must be him, I think, but there is just something lacking. Even though it
would be perfectly natural for him to be at my side, it is only the feeling
that he is there, and I cannot draw him into my arms.

As I walked around searching for my son, I remembered someone who had
looked after him when he was an infant, so I stopped by the apartment
building where we had been living back then. Just as I had expected, I had
forgotten and left him there. He had reverted to being a baby who hadn’t
even learned to crawl. And when I tried to pick him up, he burst into
tears. He had forgotten my face.
Our new house was finally finished, and as we were putting things
away, I wondered what my children were up to and looked into their room. It
was a large room for both my daughter and son to share. Boxes were stacked
up, still unopened, and items had been piled on top of the built-in bed.
Don’t just play, you’ve got to get this place straightened up, I scolded
them, then began helping them put things away. Then, thinking I had better
finish up the kitchen before working on the children’s room, I told them,
I’ll be back in a little while, do some things by yourselves and went back
to the kitchen. I heard no reply, and I had no idea what my son was doing
in his room. During the long interval when he had been separated from me,
he had gone back to being a child scarcely able to talk. That thought
saddened me. But then I thought how fortunate we were to be able to live
together again and realized I shouldn’t be complaining.
I went into a building on a corner lot and remembered that I had once
left my son with someone at a house that formerly stood on that lot. Many
years had passed. With the house no longer there, I wouldn’t have any way
to locate him. The people working in the building wouldn’t have known where
the former residents had ended up. I wonder how my son is getting along as
he matures? Even if I did happen to run into him sometime, how close would
he feel to this mother of his? Would I even recognize him at first glance?
It’s hard to imagine what he would
look like as an adult. He was so
young when we were separated.
Walking along the street, I
discovered a frog. It was a tiny
frog, but when I examined it
closely, it appeared to be a very
unusual type of frog. The rear
half of its body was encased in
triangular tubing just like a
turban shell, and when I removed
the tubing, a pale green snake,
tinier than an earthworm, was
curled up inside. It was
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disgusting, but I knew I had to catch it and show it to my son, so, almost
frantically, I caught it up in a piece of tissue paper. It pleased me to
think how happy my son would be, but for the life of me I couldn’t remember
where to take it so that I could give it to him.
Where is he? I know he’s around somewhere, but I don’t know where. I
don’t even know why that’s the case. It makes perfectly good sense that he
would be right at my side, but when I turn my head, he disappears.
One year, we went
to look at some
greenhouses, nearly a
dozen of which, large
and small ones, had
been built on a slope
in a place famous for
its hot springs. A
route was marked to
view the greenhouses,
but they were linked
together by a complex
web of trails that soon
made you lose track of
where you were walking.
The children raced
ahead on their own, and
I lost sight of them. Entranced on the one hand by the beautiful glass
rooms-one for cactus, another for gorgon plants and water lilies, another
for ferns, yet another for bougainvilleas-- that enticed you one after
another into a dreamlike trance; on the other hand I was stricken with
anxiety and wandered around in search of my children.
Just as though I still continue to wander from one glass house to
another, I continue to torment myself in my dreams, dragging somewhere
along behind me a sensation of sweetness as I try to locate the figure of
my son.

Would you please tell me the truth?
Two years after my son died, I finally had to ask that question of a
certain person.
It’s simply that I want to know what really happened. I’m not
agonizing over it, and I haven’t started feeling uneasy about it again
after all this time. It’s just that I don’t like leaving things up in the
air, and I’m quite confident that it won’t bother me in the least no matter
what actually occurred. It’s OK either way. It isn’t at all important. I’m
just saying that oddly enough, because it’s not important, I can’t feel any
relief until I understand it with total clarity.
Knowing the kind of person you are, I wanted if at all possible to
resolve this without asking you. No matter how much I asked you not to
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worry, that it’s just a matter of curiosity, you would undoubtedly worry
about me and show me all kinds of sympathy. But I’ve made up my mind to ask
you, even though I hate to, because you’re the only person I can ask about
this. After it happened, my boy was taken to the hospital, and when I
realized that we wouldn’t be coming home from the hospital right away, I
worried about finding someone to take care of my daughter, so I called you.
You came right away, but by then he was past all medical help. You stayed
with me through that entire night. When morning came, the people from the
police who had been hovering around the previous night disappeared. And not
a single person from the police has bothered me since. But what about you?
I think if the police were seeking testimony, you who were beside me that
entire night would be the one person they would think of. And so the only
way I can clear up my clouded emotions is to ask you directly, since you’re
the one who was placed in that position.
I know I seem too persistent,
but I’m just asking to know the
simple, honest truth of what
happened. I can’t help feeling that
something is missing, and as I’ve
wondered what that could be. I’ve
come up with one little concern. It’s
occurred to me that out of concern
for my feelings you have kept
something from me. There’s a police
box very close to where I live, and
every time I pass by there, I have
the strangest feelings: Why am I
allowed to walk outside so freely?
Why am I allowed to decide on my own
what I eat each day, who I talk to,
where I go, and everything else I do?
You can please put out of your mind
am ridiculous notion that I’m
suffering from any guilt over my son.
That’s not it at all. I know very
well without anyone having to tell me
A kōban is one or two-storied housing
how stupid it is to punish myself in
with a couple of rooms for one to more
that way. But-- how shall I put
than ten police officers. It is often
translated into English as “police
this?-- maybe I could just say it
box”.
feels like there’s something missing.
Basically I’m haunted by the feeling that there’s something I haven’t been
told.
Are you sure you weren’t questioned as a witness by the police,
either that night or on some other day, about my daily activities, my
relationship with my son, and the details of my life? “Do you think she’s
the sort of person who might go into a fit of rage and kill her own child?”
Or “Are you sure she didn’t frequently spank her children?” I know you
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wouldn’t give any answer that might harm me, and I know for myself, while I
may have been a poor excuse for a mother, that I honestly loved that boy
and that I rarely scolded him in earnest-- that’s very clear to me, since
it’s me I’m talking about. Are you sure the police didn’t listen to your
unwavering answers and as a result abandon their suspicions that it might
have been murder? I just can’t help but feel that’s the case. I’m very
clear in my understanding that I didn’t kill him with my own hands-- all I
have to do is search my memory to know that. But what about other people
who weren’t there to see what happened? It was, after all, so sudden-- such
an inexplicably strange way to die. It was such a bizarre course of events,
so totally unbelievable to think that one moment he’s soaking in the
bathtub, and the next moment his body is floating faceup in the hot water
with a wide grin on its face.4 I can’t imagine there is anyone who would
believe that’s what really happened. Isn’t it perfectly natural that the
police, of all people, would suspect foul play at my hands? Because, after
all, not one person actually saw what happened to him in that one fatal
moment. Not even my daughter realized how terrible it was until I picked
him up out of the bathtub and laid him out on the floor of the changing
room.
In any case, the police never asked me a thing that would suggest
they suspected he had been murdered. In fact, they even showed me sympathy.
How is it that the police of all people would be so quick to believe what I
told them? It just can’t be. Don’t you think they took your testimony and
examined his body in great detail, and then at some point in their
investigation they dismissed all suspicions about me? Or is it that maybe
they haven’t completely stopped suspecting me, and I’m being watched as I
go throughout the day? Sometimes I think that might be what’s going on. Of
course, I don’t keep thinking such things seriously.
I’m the only one who can be absolutely sure that I didn’t kill my
boy. Because I realize that, it seems almost inevitable that the police
should suspect me. Are you sure you weren’t interrogated and have continued
to conceal it from me? On that night, or on some other day? There’s no more
need to hide it. Please tell me what really happened. I beg you.
I still don’t have the answer to my question.
As I puzzled over what I should do, I realized that I couldn’t ask in
person, so I started writing a letter. I rewrote it over and over, and tore
up every one. No matter what I wrote, it’s impossible for me to believe
that I could get an answer that would satisfy me. And so I’m still unable
to ask the question, regardless of what the answer might be. Recently I’ve
started thinking that perhaps it’s OK not to know. It’s very likely that
none of the things I worry about actually happened and that nothing has
been kept from me.

4

Drowning can occur in small children with as little as two inches of water.
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