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There was a cat in the wood.
Not such an odd thing, really:
wildcats, pumas, and lions all come
from the same family, and even a
tabby shouldn’t be out of place. But
the sight was unsettling. What was
the creature doing there? When I say
“wood,” I’m talking about Rikugien,
an Edo-period1 landscape garden in
my neighborhood. Perhaps wood isn’t
quite the right word, but the old
park’s trees-- relics of the past
amid the city’s modern buildings-are so overgrown that the pathways
skirting its walls are dark and
forbidding even by day. It does give
Yūko Tsushima
(pen name of Satoko Tsushima
the impression of a wood; there’s no
(
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other word for it. And the cat, I
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should explain, didn’t look wild. It
was just a kitten, two or three months old, white with black
patches. It didn’t look at all ferocious-- in fact, it was a dear
little thing. There was nothing to fear. And yet I was taken aback,
and I tensed as the kitten bristled and glared in my direction.
The kitten was hiding in a thicket beside the pond, where my
ten-year-old daughter was the first to spot it. By the time I’d
made out the elusive shape and exclaimed, “Oh, you’re right!” she
was off calling at the top of her voice: “There’s another! And
here’s one over here!” My other child, a boy of five, was still
hunting for the first kitten, and as his sister went on making one
discovery after another he stamped his feet and wailed, “Where?
Where is it?” His sister beckoned him to bend down and showed him
triumphantly where to find the first cat. Several passersby,
hearing my daughter’s shouts, had also been drawn into the search.
There were many strollers in the park that Sunday evening. The cats
were everywhere, each concealed in its own clump of bushes. Their
eyes followed people’s feet on the graveled walk, and at the
slightest move toward a hiding place the cat would scamper away.
Looking down from an adult’s height, it was hard enough to detect
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them all, let alone keep count, and this gave the impression of
great numbers.
I could hear my younger child crying. He had disappeared while
my back was turned. As I looked wildly around, my daughter pointed
him out with a chuckle: “See where he’s got to!” There he was,
huddled tearfully in the spot where the first kitten had been. He’d
burst in eagerly, but succeeded only in driving away the kitten and
trapping himself in the thicket.
“What do you think you’re doing? It’ll never let you catch
it.” Squatting down, my daughter was calling through the bushes.
“Come on out, silly!”
His sister’s tone of amusement was no help to the boy at all.
He was terrified in his cobwebbed cage of low-hanging branches
where no light penetrated.
“That’s no use. You go in and fetch him out.” I gave her
shoulder a push.
“He got himself in,” she grumbled, “so why can’t he get out?”
All the same, she set about searching for an opening. Crouching, I
watched the boy through the thick foliage and waited for her to
reach him.
“How’d he ever get in there? He’s really stuck,” she muttered
as she circled the bushes uncertainly, but a moment later she’d
broken through to him, forcing a way with both hands.
When they rejoined me, they had dead leaves and twigs snagged
all over them.
After an attempt of her own to pick one up, my daughter
understood that life in the park had made these tiny kittens
quicker than ordinary strays and too wary to let anyone pet them.
Explaining this to her brother, she looked to me for agreement.
“They were born here, weren’t they? They belong here, don’t they?
Then I wonder if their mother’s here, too?”
The children scanned the surrounding trees once again.
“She may be,” I said, “but she’d stay out of sight, wouldn’t
she? Only the kittens wander about in the open. Their mother’s got
more sense. I’ll bet she’s up that tree or somewhere like that
where nobody can get her. She’s probably watching us right now.”
I cast an eye at the treetops as I spoke-- and the thought of
the unseen mother cat gave me an uncomfortable feeling. Whether
these were alley cats that had moved into the park or discarded
pets that had survived and bred, they could go on multiplying in
the wood-- which at night was empty of people-- and be perfectly at
home.

It is exactly twenty-five years since my mother came to live
near Rikugien with her three children, of whom I, at ten, was the
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youngest. She told us the park’s history, and not long after our
arrival we went inside to see the garden. In spite of its being on
our doorstep we quickly lost interest, however, because the grounds
were surrounded by a six-foot brick wall with a single gate on the
far side from our house. A Japanese garden was not much fun for
children anyway, and we never went again as a family. I was
reminded that we lived near a park, though, because of the many
birds-- the blue magpies, Eastern turtledoves, and tits-- that I
would see on the rooftops and in trees. And in summer I’d hear the
singing of evening cicadas. To a city child like me, evening
cicadas and blue magpies were a novelty.
I visited Rikugien with several classmates when we were about
to leave elementary school, and someone hit on the idea of making a
kind of time capsule. We’d leave it buried for ten years-- or was
it twenty? I’ve also forgotten what we wrote on the piece of paper
that we stuffed into a small bottle and buried at the foot of a
pine on the highest ground in the garden. I expect it’s still there
as I haven’t heard of it since, and now whenever I’m in Rikugien I
keep an eye out for the landmark, but I’m only guessing. We were
confident of knowing exactly where to look in years to come, and if
I can remember that so clearly, it’s puzzling that I can’t
recognize the tree. I’m not about to dig any holes to check,
however-- not with my own children watching. The friends who left
this sentimental reminder were soon to part, bound for different
schools. Since then, of course, we’ve ceased to think of one
another, and I’m not sure now that the bottle episode ever
happened.
The following February my brother (who was close to my own
age) died quite suddenly of pneumonia. Then in April my sister went
to college and, not wanting to be left out, I pursued her new
interests myself: I listened to jazz, went to movies, and was
friendly toward college and high school students of the opposite
sex. An older girl introduced me to a boy from senior high and we
made up a foursome for an outing to the park-- the only time I got
all dressed up for Rikugien. I was no beauty, though, nor the
popular type, and while the others were having fun I stayed stiff
and awkward, and was bored. I would have liked to have been as
genuinely impressed as they were, viewing the landscape garden for
the first time, but I couldn’t work up an interest after seeing the
trees over the brick wall every day. By that time we’d been in the
district for three years, and the name “Rikugien” brought to mind
not the tidy, sunlit lawns seen by visitors, but the dark tangles
along the walls.
My desire for friends of the opposite sex was short-lived,
Boys couldn’t provide what I wanted, and what boys wanted had
nothing to do with me.
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While I was in high school, one day our ancient spitz died.
The house remained without a dog for a while, until Mother was
finally prompted to replace him when my sister’s marriage, soon
after her graduation, left just the two of us in an unprotected
home. She found someone who let her have a terrier puppy. She
bought a brush and comb and began rearing the pup with the best of
care, explaining that it came from a clever hunting breed. As it
grew, however, it failed to display the expected intelligence and
still behaved like a puppy after six months; and besides, it was
timid. What it did have was energy as, yapping shrilly, it frisked
about the house all day long. It may have been useless but it was a
funny little fellow. Its presence made all the difference to me in
my intense boredom at home. After my brother’s death, my mother (a
widow since I was a baby) passed her days as if at a wake. We saw
each other only at mealtimes, and even then we seldom spoke. In
high school a fondness for the movies was about the worst I could
have been accused of, but Mother had no patience with such
frivolity and would snap angrily at me from time to time. “I’m
leaving home as soon as I turn eighteen,” I’d retort. I meant it,
too.
It was at that time that we had the very sociable dog. I
suppose I’d spoiled it as a puppy, for now it was always wanting to
be let in, and when I slid open the glass door it would bounce like
a rubber ball right into my arms and lick my face and hands
ecstatically.
Mother, however, was dissatisfied. She’d had enough of the
barking; it got on her nerves. Then came a day when the dog went
missing. I thought it must have got out of the yard. Two or three
days passed and it didn’t return-- it hadn’t the wits to find the
way home once it had strayed. I wondered if I should contact the
pound. Concern finally drove me to break our usual silence and ask
Mother: “About the dog...” “Oh, the dog?” she replied. “I threw it
over the wall of Rikugien the other day.”
I was shocked-- I’d never heard of disposing of a dog like
that. I wasn’t able to protest, though. I didn’t rush out to comb
the park, either. She could have had it destroyed, yet instead
she’d taken it to the foot of the brick wall, lifted it in her
arms, and heaved it over. It wasn’t large, only about a foot long,
and thus not too much of a handful even for Mother.
Finding itself tossed into the wood, the dog wouldn’t have
crept quietly into hiding. It must have raced through the area
barking furiously, only to be caught at once by the caretaker.
Would the next stop be the pound? But there seemed to me just a
chance that it hadn’t turned out that way. I could imagine the wood
by daylight, more or less: there’d be a lot of birds and insects,
and little else. The pond would be inhabited by a few carp,
turtles, and catfish. But what transformations took place at night?
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As I didn’t dare stay beyond closing time to see for myself, I
wondered if anyone could tell of a night spent in the park till the
gates opened in the morning. There might be goings-on that by day
would be unimaginable. Mightn’t a dog entering that world live on
not as a tiny terrier but as something else?
I had to be thankful that the dog’s fate left that much to the
imagination.
From then on I turned my back on Rikugien more firmly than
ever. I was afraid of the deep wood, so out of keeping with the
city: it was the domain of the dog abandoned by my mother.
In due course I left home, a little later than I’d promised.
After a good many more years I moved back to Mother’s
neighborhood-- back to the vicinity of the park-- with a little
daughter and a baby. Like my own mother, I was one who couldn’t
give my children the experience of a father. That remained the one
thing I regretted.
Living in a cramped apartment, I now appreciated the Rikugien
wood for its greenery and open spaces. I began to take the children
there occasionally. Several times, too, we released pet turtles or
goldfish into the pond. Many nearby families who’d run out of room
for aquarium creatures in their overcrowded apartments would slip
them into the pond to spend the rest of their lives at liberty.
Rocks rose from the water here and there, and each was studded
with turtles sunning themselves. They couldn’t have bred naturally
in such numbers. They must have been the tiny turtles sold at
fairground stalls and pet shops, grown, up without a care in the
world. More of them lined the water’s edge at one’s feet. No doubt
there were other animals on the increase-- goldfish, loaches, and
the like. Multistoried apartment buildings were going up around the
wood in quick succession, and more living things were brought down
from their rooms each year. Cats were one animal I’d overlooked,
though. If tossing out turtles was common practice, there was no
reason why cats shouldn’t be dumped here, and dogs, too. No type of
pet could be ruled out. But to become established in any numbers
they’d have to escape the caretaker’s notice and hold their own
against the wood’s other hardy inhabitants. Thus there’d be a limit
to survivors: cats and reptiles, I’d say.
Once I knew about the cat population, I remembered the dog my
mother had thrown away, and I also remembered my old fear of the
wood. I couldn’t help wondering how the cats got by from day to
day.
Perhaps they relied on food left behind by visitors-- but all
of the park’s litter baskets were fitted with mesh covers to keep
out the crows, whose numbers were also growing. For all their
nimbleness, even cats would have trouble picking out the scraps.
Lizards and mice were edible enough. But on the other side of the
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wall lay the city and its garbage. After dark, the cats would go
out foraging on the streets.
Then, too, there was the row of apartment towers along one
side of the wood, facing the main road. All had balconies that
overlooked the park. The climb would be quick work for a cat, and
if its favorite food was left outside a door it would soon come
back regularly. Something told me there must be people who put out
food: there’d be elderly tenants and women living alone. Even
children. Children captivated by a secret friendship with a cat.
I don’t find such a relationship odd-- perhaps because it
occurs so often in fairy tales. But to make it worth their while,
the apartment children would have to receive something from the
cat; otherwise they wouldn’t keep it up. There are tales of
mountain men and villagers who traded a year’s haul of linden bark
for a gallon and a half of rice in hard cakes. No villager could
deal openly with the lone mountain men; so great was their fear of
each other, in fact, that they avoided coming face-to-face. Yet
when a bargain was struck, it could not have been done more
skillfully. The trading was over in a flash, before either man had
time to catch sight of the other or hear his voice. I think
everyone wishes privately that bargains could be made like that.
Though there would always be the fear of attack, or discovery by
one’s own side.
Supposing it was my own children: what could they be getting
in return? They’d have no use for a year’s stock of linden bark.
Toys, then, or cakes. I’m sure they’d want all sorts of things, but
not a means of support like linden bark. What, then? Something not
readily available to them; something the cat has in abundance and
to spare.
The children leave food on the balcony. And in return the cat
provides them with a father. How’s that for a bargain? Once a year,
male cats procreate; in other words, they become fathers. They
become fathers ad nauseam. But these fathers don’t care how many
children they have-- they don’t even notice that they are fathers.
Yet the existence of offspring makes them so. Fathers who don’t
know their own children. Among humans, it seems there’s an
understanding that a man becomes a father only when he recognizes
the child as his own; but that’s a very narrow view. Why do we
allow the male to divide children arbitrarily into two kinds,
recognized and unrecognized? Wouldn’t it be enough for the child to
choose a father when necessary from among suitable males? If the
children decide that the tom that climbs up to their balcony is
their father, it shouldn’t cause him any inconvenience. A father
looks in on two of his children from the balcony every night. The
two human children faithfully leave out food to make it so. He
comes late, when they are fast asleep, and they never see him or
hear his cries. It’s enough that they know in the morning that he’s
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been there. In their dreams, the children are hugged to their catfather’s breast.

We’d seen the children’s human father six months earlier, and
together we’d gone to a transport museum they wanted to visit. This
came about only after many appeals from me. If the man who was
their father was alive and well on this earth, I wanted the
children to know what he looked like. To me, the man was
unforgettable: I was once preoccupied with him, obsessed with the
desire to be where he was; nothing had changed when I tried having
a child, and I’d had the second with him cursing me. To the
children, however, especially the younger one, he was a mere shadow
in a photograph that never moved or spoke. As the younger child
turned three, then four, I couldn’t help being aware of that fact.
This was the same state that I’d known myself, for my own father
had died. If their father had been dead, it couldn’t have been
helped. But as long as he was alive I wanted them to have a memory
of their father as a living, breathing person whose eyes moved,
whose mouth moved and spoke.
On the day, he was an hour late for our appointment. The long
wait in a coffee shop had made the children tired and cross, but
when they saw the man a shy silence came over them. “Thanks for
coming,” I said with a smile. I couldn’t think what to say next. He
asked, “Where to?” and stood to leave at once. He walked alone,
while the children and I looked as though it was all the same to us
whether he was there or not. On the train I still hadn’t come up
with anything to say. The children kept their distance from the man
and stared nonchalantly out the window. We got off the train like
that, and again he walked ahead.
The transport museum had an actual bullet-train car, steam
locomotives, airplanes, and giant panoramic layouts. I remembered
enjoying a class trip there while at school myself. My children,
too, dashed excitedly around the exhibits without a moment’s pause
for breath. It was “Next I want to have a go on that train,” “Now I
want to work that model.” They must have had a good two hours of
fun. In the meantime we lost sight of the man. Wherever he’d been,
he showed up again when we’d finished our tour and arrived back at
the entrance. “What’ll we do?” he asked, and I suggested giving the
children a drink and sitting down somewhere. He nodded and went
ahead to look for a place near the museum. The children were
clinging to me as before. He entered a coffee shop that had a cake
counter, and I followed with them. We sat down, the three of us
facing the man. Neither child showed the slightest inclination to
sit beside him. They had orange drinks.
I was becoming desperate for something to say. And weren’t
there one or two things he’d like to ask me? Such as how the
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children had been lately. But to bring that up, unasked, might
imply that I wanted him to watch with me as they grew. I’d been
able to ask for this meeting only because I’d finally stopped
feeling that way. Now it seemed we couldn’t even exchange such
polite remarks as “They’ve grown” or “I’m glad they’re well”
without arousing needless suspicions. It wasn’t supposed to be like
this, I thought in confusion, unable to say a word about the
children. He was indeed their father, but not a father who watched
over them. As far as he was concerned the only children he had were
the two borne by his wife. Agreeing to see mine was simply a favor
on his part, for which I could only be grateful.
If we couldn’t discuss the children, there was literally
nothing left to say. We didn’t have the kind of memories we could
reminisce over; I wished I could forget the things we’d done as if
it had all been a dream, for it was the pain that we remembered.
Inquiring after his family would be no better. His work seemed the
safest subject, yet if I didn’t want to stay in touch I had to
think about this, too.
The man and I listened absently as the children entertained
themselves.
On the way out the man bought a cake, which he handed to the
older child, and then he was gone. The children appeared relieved,
and with the cake to look forward to they were eager to get home.
Neither had held the man’s hand or spoken to him. I wanted to tell
them that there was still time to run after him and touch some part
of his body, but of course they wouldn’t have done it.
I don’t know when there will be another opportunity for the
children to see the man. They may never meet him again, or they may
have a chance two or three years from now. I do know that the man
and I will probably never be completely indifferent to each other.
He’s still on my mind in some obscure way. Yet there’s no point in
confirming this feeling in words. Silence is essential. As long as
we maintain silence, and thus avoid trespassing, we leave open the
possibility of resuming negotiations at any time.
I believe the system of bartering used by the mountain men and
the villagers was called “silent trade.” I am coming to understand
that there was nothing extraordinary in striking such a silent
bargain for survival. People trying to survive-- me, my mother, and
my children, for example-- can take some comfort in living beside a
wood. We toss various things in there and tell ourselves we haven’t
thrown them away, we’ve set them free in another world, and then we
picture the unknown woodland to ourselves and shudder with fear or
sigh fondly. Meanwhile the creatures multiplying there gaze
stealthily at the human world outside; at least I’ve yet to hear of
anything attacking from the wood.
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Some sort of silent trade is taking place between the two
sides. Perhaps my children really have begun dealings with a cat
that lives in the wood.
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