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At Kocnji Station, Tengo boarded

the Chuo Linc inbound rapid-
scrvice wain. The car was empty. Ie had
nothing planncd that day. Wherever he
went and whatever he did (or didn't do)
was cntircly up to him. Itwas ten o'clock
onawindless sammer morning, and the
sun was beating down. The train passed
Shinjuku, Yotsuya, Ochanomizu, and
arrived at Tokyo Cenwral Station, the
end of the line. Everyone got off, and
Tengo followed suit. Then he sat on a
bench and gave some thought to where
he should go. “I can go anywhere T de-
ade to,” he told himself. “It looks as if it's
going to be a hotday. 1 could go to the
scashore.” Tc raised his head and stud-
ied the platform guide.

At that point, he realized what he
had been doing all along.

e tricd shaking his head a few
umcs, but the idca that had struck him
would not go away. e had probably
madc up his mind unconsciously the
moment he boarded the Chuo Line
train in Kocnji. [{c heaved a sigh, stood
up fcom the bench, and asked a stasion
cmployce for the fastest connection to
Chikura. The man flipped through the
pages of a thick volume of tain sched-
ules. He should wake the 11:30 special
exprcss train to Tatcyama, the man said,
and transfer there to a Jocal; he would ar-
rive at Chikura shortly after two o'clock.
Tengo bought a Tokyo-Chikura round-
wip ticket. Then he went to a restaurant
in the station and ordered rice and curry
and a salad.

Goingto see hisfather was a depress-
ing prospect. Ie had never much liked
the man, and his father had no special
love for him, cither, [dc had rcuired four
years carlier and, soon afterward, entered
a sanatorium in Chikura thatspecialized
in paticnts with cognitive disorders.
Tengo had visited him there no more
than twice—the first éme just after he
had entered the facility, when a proce-
dural problem required Tengo, as the
only relative, to be there. The second
visit had also involved an adminiswasive
matter. Two times: that was it.

The sanatorium stood on a large plot
of land by the coast. It was an odd com-
bination of clegant old wooden build-

% ings and ncw three-story reinforced-
8 concrete buildings. The air was fresh,
% however, and, aside from the roar of the
2 surf, it was always quiet. An imposing

pinc grove formed a windbreak along
the edge of the garden. And the medical
facilies were ocellent. With his health
insurance, rctircment bonus, savings,
and pension, Tengo's father could prob-
ably spend the rest of his life there quite
comformbly. Ile might not lcave behind
any sizable inhcritance, but at lcast he
would be sken care of, for which Tengo
was wemendously grateful. Tengo had
no intention of taking anything from
him or giving anything to him. Thcey
were two scparate human beings who
had come from-—and were heading to-
ward—cntirely differcnt places. By
chance, they had spent some years of life
together—that was all. It was a shame
that it had comc to that, but there was
absolutcly nothing that Tengo could do
aboutit.

Tengopaid his check and went tothe
platform to waitfor the Tatcyama train.
Iis only fellow-passengers were happy-
looking familics heading out for a few
days at the beach.

ost people think of Sunday as a

day of rest. Throughout his child-
hood, however, Tengo had never onee
vicwed Sunday as a day to cnjoy. For
him, Sundaywas like a misshapen moon
that showed only its dark side. When
the weckend came, his whole body
began to feel sluggish and achy, and his
appesite would disappear. [1e had even
praycd for Sunday not to come, though
his prayers were never answered.

When Tengo was a boy, his father
was a collector of subscription fees for
NHK—]Japan’s quasi-governmental
radio and tclevision network—and,
cvery Sunday, he would take Tengo with
him as he went door to door soliciting
payment. Tengo had started going on
these rounds before he entered kinder-
gartcn and continucd through fifth
grade without a single weekend off. Tle
had no idca whether other NHK fee col-
lectors worked on Sundays, but, for as
long as he could remember, his father al-
ways had. If anything, his father worked
with cven morc enthusiasm than usual,
because on Sundays he could catch the
people who were usually out during the
week.

Tengo'sfather had several reasons for
taking him along on his rounds. Onc
rcason was that he could not leave the
boy at home alone. On weekdays and

Saturdays, Tengo could go to school or
to day carc, but these institutions were
closed on Sundays. Another rcason,
Tengo's father said, was that itwas im-
portant for a father to show his son what
kind of work he did. A child should
learn carly on what acsivity was suppert-
ing him, and he should appreciate the
importance of labor. Tengo's father had
been sent out to work in the fields on his
father’s farm, on Sunday like any other
day, from the time he was old enough to
understand anything, Ic had cven been
keptout of school during the busicst sea-
sons. To him, such a life was a given.

Tengd's father’s third and final reason
was a morc calculasing one, which was
why it had left the deepest scars on his
son’s heart. Tengo’s father was well
awarc that having a smallchildwith him
madc his job casicr. Even people who
were determined not to pay often ended
up forking over the money when a little
boy was staring up at them, which was
why Tengo’s father saved his most
difficult routcs for Sunday. Tengo scnsed
from the beginning that this was the role
he was expected to play, and he abso-
lutcly hated it. But he also felt that he
had to perform it as cleverly as he could
in order to please his father. Ithc pleased
his father, he would be treated kindly
that day. He might as well have been a
twaincd monkcey.

Tengo's one consolation was that his
father’s beat was fairly far from home.
They lived in asuburban residential dis-
trict outside the city of Ichikawa, and his
father’s rounds were in the center of the
city. At lcast he was able to avoid doing
collccsions at the homesofhis classmatcs.
Occasionally, though, while walking in
the downtown shopping area, he would
spota classmatc on the sweet. When this
happened, he ducked behind his father
to keep from being noticed.

On Monday mornings, his school
fricnds would wlk excitedly about where
thcy had gone and what they had done
the day beforc. They went to amuse-
ment parks and zoos and baseball games.
In the summer, they went swimming, in
the winter skiing. But Tengo had noth-
ing to talk about. From morning to cve-
ning on Sundays, he and his father rang
the doorbells of strangers” houscs, bowed
their heads, and took money from who-
cver came to the door. If people didn’t
wantto pay, his father would threaten or
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cajole them. If they tried to talk their
way out of paying, his fathcr would raise
his veice. Sometimes he would curse at
them like stray dogs. Such expericnces
were not the sort of thing that Tengo
could sharc with fricnds. e could not
help feeling like a kind of alienin the so-
cicty of middle-class children of white-
collar workers. ¢ lived a different kind
of lifc in a diffcrent world. Luckily, his
grades were outstanding, as was his ath-
Ietic ability. So cven though he was an
alicn he was never an outcast. In most
circumstanccs, he was arcated with re-
spect. But whenever the other boys in-
vited him to go somewhere or to visit
theirhomes on a Sunday he had to turn
them down. Soon, they stopped asking.

Bom the third son of a farming fam-
ily in the hardscrabble Tohoku re-
gion, Tcngo’s father had left home as
soon as hc could, joining a homestead-
crs’ group and crossing over to Manchu-
ria in the nincteen-thirsics. He had not
believed the government’s claims that
Manchuria was a paradise where the
Jand was vastandrich. Fec knew cnough
to rcaliz¢ that “paradisc” was not to be
found anywhere. Tle was simply poor
and hungry. The best he could hope for
if he stayed at home was a lifc on the
brink of starvation. In Manchuria, hc
and the other homesteaders were given
some farming implements and small
ams, and together they started cultivat-
ing the land. The soil was poor and
rocky, and in winter cverything froze,
Sometimes saray dogs werc all they had
to cat. Even so, with government sup-
port for the first few years they managed
to get by. Their lives were finally becomn-
ing more stable when, in August, 1945,
the Sovict Union Jaunched a full-scale
invasion of Manchuria. Tengo's father
had been expecting this to happen, hav-
ing been secrctly informed of the im-
pending sitvation by a certain official, a
man hc had become friendly with. The
minute he heard the news that the Sovi-
ets had violated the border, he mounted
his horsc, galloped to the local train sta-
tion, and boarded the sccond-to-last
wain for Wa-licn. Ic was the only one
among his farming companions to make
it back to Japan before the end of the
year,

After the war, Tengo's father went to
Tokye and tried to make a living as a
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black marketeer and as a carpenter’s ap-
prentice, but he could barcly keep him-
self alive. I1e was working as a liquor-
store dcliveryman in Asakusa when he
bumpedinto hisold fiiend the official he
had known in Manchuria. When the
man lcarned that Tengo’s father was
having a hard timc finding a decent job,
he offered torecommend him toa friend
in the subscription deparament of NHIK,
and Tengo's father gladly accepted. Te
knew almost nothing about NIHK, but
hc was willing to try anything that prom-
ised a steady income.

At NHK, Tengo's father carricd out
his dutics with great gusto. Iis forcmost
strength was his perscverance in the face
of adversity. To someonc who had barcly
eaten a filling meal since birth, collecting
NHIK fees was not excruciating work.
The most hostile curses hurled at him
were nothing, Morcover, he felt satistac-
tion at belonging to an important organi-
zation, ¢ven as onc of i lowest-ranking
members. Iis performance and attitude
were so outstending that, after a year asa
commissioned collector, he was taken di-
rectly into the ranks of the full-fledged
cmpleyces, analmostunhcard-of achicve-
mentat NIHK. Soon, he was ablc to move
into a corporation-owned apartment and
join the company’s health-care plan. It
was the greatest stroke of good fortunc he
had cver had in his life.

Young Tcengo’s father never sang
him lullabics, never read books to him
atbedtime. Instead, he told the boy sto-
rics of his actual cxperiences, He was a
good storyteller. [is accounts of his
childhood and youth werce not exactly
pregnant with meaning, but the dctails
were lively. There were funny storics,
moving stories, and violent storics. 1f a
lifc can be mcasured by the color and
varicty of its cpisodes, Tengo's father’s
lifc had been rich in its own way, per-
haps. But when his storics touched on
the period after he became an NHK
cmployce they suddenly Jost all vitality.
He had mct a woman, marricd her, and

had a child—Tengo. A fcw months
after Tengo was bormn, his mother had
fallen ill and died. Iis father had raised
him alonc after that, while working
hardfor NHK. The End. 1How he hap-
pened to mecet Tengo’s mother and
marry her, what kind of woman she
was, what had causcd hcr dcath,
whcther her death had been an casy one
or she had suffered greatly—Tengo’s fa-
ther told him almost nothing about
such matters. If he tricd asking, his fa-
ther just cvaded the questions. Most of
the time, such questions put him in a
fou! mood. Not a single photograph of
Tengo's mother had survived.

Tengo fundamentally disbelicved his
father’s story. He lnew that his mother
hadn’t died a few months after he was
born. In his only memory of her, he was
aycar and a half old and shc was stand-
ing by his crib in the arms of a man other
than his father. 1dis mother took off her
blouse, dropped the straps of her slip,
and let thc man who was not his father
suck on her breasts. Tengo slept beside
them, his breathing audible. But, at the
samc Wmc, he was not asleep. He was
watching his mother.

This was Tengo's photograph of his
mother. The ten-second scenc was
bumcd into his brain with perfect car-
ity. It was the only concrete information
he had about her, the onc tenuous con-
nection his mind could make with her.
He and she were linked by this hypo-
thetical umbilical cord. His father, how-
¢ver, had no idea that this vivid scene ex-
isted in Tengo’s memory, or that, like a
cow in a meadow, Tengo was endlessly
regurgitating fragments of it to chew on,
a cud from which hc obtained cssential
nutrients. Father and son: each was
locked in a deep, dark cmbrace with his
own SCCrews.

s an adult, Tengo often wondered

if the young man sucking on his
mother’s breasts in his vision was his bi-
ological father. This was because Tengo
in no way resembled his father, the stel-
Jar NHK collections agent. Tengo was a
tall, strapping man with a broad forc-
hcad, a narrow nosc, and tightly balled
cars. His father was short and squat and
utterly unimpressive. Ie had a small
forchcad, a flat nosc, and pointed cars
like a horsc’s. Where Tengo had a re-
laxed and generous look, his father ap-



pearced ncrvous and tighthsted. Com-
paring the two of them, people often
openly remarked on their dissimilarity.

Suill, it was not their physical featurcs
that madc it difficult for Tengo to identity
with his father but their psychological
makeup. I1is father showed no sign at all
of what might be called intellectual curi-
osity. Truc, having been born in poverty
he had not had adceent education. Tengo
fclt a degree of pity for his father’s cir-
cumstances. But a basic desirc to obtain
knowledge—which Tengo assumed to be
a morc or less aatural usge in people—was
lacking in the man. I Te had a certain prac-
tical wisdom that cnabled him to survive,
but Tengo could discemn no hint of a will-
ingncss in his father to decpen himsclf, to
view a wider, larger world. Tengo's father
never scemed to suffer discomfort from
the siagnant air of his cramped litde Lifc.
Tengo never once saw him pick up a
book. Ilc had no intercst in music or
movics, and he never took a wip. The only
thing that scemed to interest him was his
collection route. I le would make amap of
the area, mark it with colored pens, and
cxaminc it whenever he had a spare mo-
ment, the way a biologist might study
chromosomes.

Tengo, by contrast, was curiousabout
cverything. He absorbed knowledge
from a broad rangce of ficlds with the
efhicicncy of a power shovel scooping
carth. Ile had becn regarded as a math
prodigy #rom carly childhood, and he
couldsolve high-school math problems
by the sime he was in third grade. Math
was, for young Tengo, an effective
mcans of rearcat from his life with his fa-
ther. Tn the mathematical world, he
would walk down along corridor, open-
ing one numbered door after another.
Each timc a new spectacle unfolded be-
fore him, the ugly waces of the real world
would simply disappcar. As long as he
was actively exploring that realm of
infinite consistency, he was frec.

While math was like a magnificent
imaginary building for Tengo, litcrature
was a vast magical forest. Math stretched
infinitcly upward toward the heavens,
but storics spread out before him, their
sturdy roots stretching deep into the
carth. In this forest there were no maps,
no doorways. As Tengo got older, the
forest of story began to exert an cven
stronger pullon his heart than the world
of math. Of course, reading novels was

“Off o meditation?”

just another form of cscape—-as soon as
he closced the book, he had to come back
to the real world. But at some point
he noticed that returning to reality from
the world of a novel was not as devastat-
ing a blow as rcturning #rom the world
of math. Why was that? Aftcr much
thought, he reached a conclusion. No
mattct how clear things might become
in the forest of story, therc was never a
clcar-cut solusion, as there was in math.
The role of astory was, in the broadest
terms, to transposc a problem into an-
other form. Depending on the naturc
and the dirccion of the problem, asolu-
sion might be suggestedin the narrasive.
Tengo would return to the real world
with that suggestion in hand. It was like
a picce of paper bearing the indecipher-
able text of a magic spell. Tt scrved no
immediate practical purpose, but it con-
tained a possibility.

The onc possible solusion that Tengo
was able to decipher from his readings was
this onc: My real father must be semewbere
else. Like an unfortunate child in a Wickens
novel, Tengo had perhaps been led by
swange circumstances to be raised by this
impostor. Such a possibility was both a
nighwmare and a great hope. After reading

“Ofliver Twist,” Tengo plowed through
every Bickens volume in the library. Ashe
travelled through Wickens’s stories, he
stecped himsclf in reimagined versions of
his own lifc. These #antasics grew ever lon-
ger and more complex. They followed a
single pattern, but with infinite variations.
In all of them, Tengo would tell himself
that his fathcer’s home was not where he
belonged. e had been mismkenly locked
in this cage, and someday his real parents
would find him and rescuce him. Then he
would have the most beausitul, peacctul,
and frce Sundays imaginable.

Tcngo’s father prided himsclf on his
son's exccllent grades, and boasted
of them to people in the neighborhood.
At the same sme, howcever, he showed a
certain displeasure with Tengo's bright-
ness and talent. Often when Tengo was
at his desk, studying, his father would
intcrrupt him, ordering the boy to do
chores or nagging him about his suppos-
cdly offensive behavior. The content of
his father's nagging was always the same:
here he was, running himsclf ragged
cvery day, covering huge distances and
enduring peoplc’s curses, while Tengo
did nothing but take it casyall the time,
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living in comfort. “They had mc work-
ing my tail off when I was your age, and
my father and older brothers would beat
me black and blue for anything at all.
They never gave me enough food. They
treated me like an animal. T don’t want
you thinking you're so special just be-
cuse you got a few good grades.”

This man is envious of me, Tengo
began to think at a certain point. He’s
jealous, either of me as a pesson or of the
life 'm leading. But would a father really
feel jealousy toward his son? Tengo did
not judge his father, but he could not
help sensing a pathctic kind of meanness
emanating from his words and deeds. It
was not that Tengo’s father hated him as
aperson but, rather, that he hated some-
thing inside Tengo, somcthing that he
could not forgive.

en the wain left Tokyo Station,

Tengo took out the paperback
thathe had brought along. [t was anan-
thology of short stories on the theme of
wavel and it included a tale called “Town

of Cats,” a fantastical piece by a German
writer withwhom Tengo was not famil-
iar. According to the book’s foreword,
the story had been written in the period
between the two World Wars.

In the story, a young man is wavelling
alonc with no particular destination in
mind. He rides the train and gets off at
any stop that arouses his interest. He
takes a room, sces the sights, and stays
for as long as he likes. When he has had
enough, he boards another train. Ile
spends every vacawon this way.

One day, he sees a lovely river from
the wain window. Gentle green hills line
the meandering stream, and below them
lies a pretty little town with an old stone
bridge. The train stops at the town’s sta-
tion, and the young man steps down
with his bag. No one else gets off; and,
as soon as he alighws, the train departs.

No workers ;an the station, which
must see very little activity. The young
man crosses the bridge and walls into
the town. All the shops are shuttered,
the town hall deserted. No one occupies

“Polly want to abanden .speak ing qf ber.fe_lf in the third persen. ”

the desk at the town’s only hotel. The
place seems totally uninhabited. Perhaps
all the people are off napping somc-
where. But it is only ten-thirty in the
moming, far too eaily for that. Perhaps
something has caused all the peoplc to
abandon the town. Inany case, the next
train will not come until the following
morning, so he has no choice but to
spend the night here. He wanders
areund the town to kill #ime.

In fact, this is a town of cats. When
the sun starts to go down, many cats
come trooping across the bridge—cats
of alldifferent kinds and colors. They are
much larger than ordinary cats, but they
arc still cats. The young man is shocked
by this sight. I1e rushes into the bell
tower in the center of town and climbs
to the top to hide. The cats go about
their business, raising the shop shutters
or seating themselves at their desks to
start their day’s work. Soon, more cats
come, crossing the bridge into town like
the others. They enter the shops to buy
things or go to the town hall to handle
administrative matters or cat a meal at
the hotel restaurant or drink beer at the
wvern and sing lively cat songs. Because
cats can sce in the dark, they need almost
no lights, but that particular night the
glow of the full moon floods the town,
enabling the young man to sce every de-
tail from his perch in the bell tower.
When dawn approaches, the cats finish
their work, close up the shops, and
swann back across the bridge.

By the $ime the sun comes up, the cats
are gene, and the town is deserted again.
The young man dimbs down, picks one
of the hotel beds for himselt, and goes to
sleep. When he gets hungry, he eats some
bread and fish that have been left in the
hotel kitchen. When darkness ap-
proaches, hehides in the bell tower again
and observes the cats’ activities until
dawn. Trains step at the station before
noon and in the late aftermoon. No pas-
sengers alight, and no one boards, cither.
Still, the arains stop at the station for ex-
actlyone minute, then pull out again. [1e
could take one of these trains and leave
the creepy cat town behind. But he
doesn't. Being young, he has a lively cu-
riosity and is ready for adventure. e
wants tosee more of this strange spece-
de. If pessible, he wants to find out when
and how this place became a town of cats.

On his third night, a hubbub breaks



out in the square below the bell tower.
“IHey, do you smcll somcthing human?”
one of the cats says. “Now that you men-
son it, | #heught there was 2 funny smcll
the past few days,” another chimes in,
twitching his nosc. “Mc, too,” yct an-
other cat says. “That’s weird. There
shouldn’t be any humans here,” someone
adds. “No, of coursc not. Therc’s no way
a human could get into this town of
cats” “But that smellis definitely here.”

The cats fonn groups and begin to
scarch the town like bands of vigilantcs.
It sakes them very little time to discover
that the bell tower is the source of the
smell. The young man hears their soft
paws padding up the stairs. Thats it,
they've got me! he thinks. Flis smell
seems to have roused the cats to anger.
I fumans are not supposed to sct foot in
this town. The cats have big, sharp claws
and whitc fangs. He has no idca what
terrible fate awaits him if he is discov-
cred, but he is surc that they will not let
him lcave the town alive.

Three cats climb to the top of the bell
tower and sniff the air. “Strange,” one cat
says, twitching his whiskers, “I smcll a
human, but therc’s no onc here.”

“Tt is swrangc,” a second cat says. “But
there really isn't anyone here. Let’s go
and Jook somewhere clse.”

The cats cock their heads, puzzled,
then retecat down the stairs. The young
man hears their footsteps fading into
the dark of night. 1c breathes asigh of
rclicf, but he doesn’t understand what
just happened, There was no way they
could have misscd him. But for somc
rcason they didn’t sce him. In any casc,
he decides that when morning comes
he will go to the station and take the
wain out of this town. 1dis luck can’t last
forcver.

The next morning, howcever, the
train docs not stop at the station. He
watches it pass by without slowing
down. The afternoon train docs the
samc. I ¢ can sce the engincer scated at
the conmols. But the wain shows nosign
of stopping. It is as though no onc can
sce the young man waiting for a train—
or cven sce the stasion itsclf. Once the
aftcrnoon train disappcars down the
wack, the place grows quieter than cver.
The sun begins to sink. 1tis #ime for the
cats to come. The young man knows
that he is irrctricvably lost. This is no
town of cats, he finally realizcs. It is the

place where he is meant to be lost. It is
another woild, which has been prepared
cspecially for him. And never again, for
allcternity,will the sain stop at this se-
sion to take him back to the world he
camc from.

Tengo read the story twice. The
phrasc “the placc where he is meant to
be lost” attracted his attention. e
closed the beok and et his cyes wander
across the drab industrial scene passing
by the train window. Soon afterward, he
drifted off to sleccp—not a long nap but
a deep onc. [He woke covered in sweat.
The wain was moving along the south-
crn coastline of the Boso Peninsula in
midsummocr.

One morning when he was in fifth
gradc, after much carcful thinking,
Tengo declared that he was going to
stop making the rounds with his father
on Sundays. I'c told his father that he
wanted to usc the time for studying and
rcading books and playing with other
kids. Fe wanted to live anormal life like
cverybody else.

Tengo said what he needed to say,
conciscly and cohcrently.

His father, of coursc, blew up. e
didn’t give a damn what other familics
did, he said. “We have our own way of
doing things. And don’t you dare talk to
mc about a ‘normal lifc, Mr. Know-It-
All What do you know about a ‘nonnal
1if¢?” Tengo did not try to arguc with
him. ITTc mercly stared back in silence,
knowing that nothing hc said would get
through to his father, Finally, his father
told him that if hc wouldn't listen then
he couldn’t go on feeding him. Tengo
should get the hell out.

Tengo did as he was told. ITc had
madc up his mind. 1c was not going to
be afraid. Now that he had been given
permission to leave his cage, he was
more relieved than anything else. But
there was no way thata ten-ycar-old boy
could live on his own. When his class
was dismisscd at the end of the day, he
confessed his predicament to his teacher.
The teacher was a single woman in her
mid-thirtics, a fair-minded, warm-
hcarted person. She heard Tengo out
with sympathy, and that cvening she
took him back to his father's place for a
long talke

Tengo was told to Jeave the room, so
he was not sure what they said to each
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other, but finally his father had to
sheathe his sword. [{owever exmemc his
anger might be, he could not leave a ten-
year-old boy to wandcr the streews alonc.
The duty of a parent to support his child
was a matter of law.

As a result of the teacher’s talk with
his father, Tengo was frec to spend Sun-
daysas he pleascd. This was the first san-
gible right that he had cver won from his
father. I{e had taken his first step toward

treedom and independence.

At the recepsion desk of the sanato-
rium, Tengo gave his name and his
father’s name.

The nurse asked, “Iave you by any
chance notified us of your intension to
visit today?” There was a hard cdge to
her voice. A small woman, she worc
mewl-framed glasscs, and hershort hair
had a touch of gray.

“No, it just occurred to me © come
this moming and I hopped on a train,”
Tengo answered honestly.

The nurse gave him a look of mild
disgust. Then she said, “Visitors are sup-
poscd to notify us before they arrive ©
sce a pasient. We have our schedules to
meet, and the wishes of the pasient must
also be taken into account.”

“I'msory. I didn’t know.”

“When was your last visit?”

“Two ycars ago.”

“Two ycars ago,” she said as she
checked the list of visitors with a ball-
point pen in hand. “You mean to say
that you have not madc a single visit in
two ycars?”

“That’s right,” Tengo said.

“According to our rccords, you arc
Mr. Kawana's only rclasive.”

“That is correct.”

She glanced at Tengo, but she said
nothing. Her cyes were not blaming
him, just checking the facs. Apparently,
Tengo’s case was not exceptional.

“At thc moment, your father is in
group rchabilitation. That will end in
half an hour. You can scc himthen.”

“THow is he doing?”

“Physically, hds healthy. Its in the
other arca that he has his ups and
downs,” she said, tapping her temple
with anindex finger.

Tengo thanked her and went to
wait in the lounge by the entrance,
rcading morc of his book. A breeze
passed through now and then, carrying
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the scent of the sca and the cooling
sound of the pinc windbreak outside.
Cicadas clung to the branches of the
trecs, screeching their hearts out. Sum-
mer was at its height, but the cicadas
scemed to know that it would not last
long.

Eventually, the bespectacled nurse
camc to tell Tengo that he could sec his
father now. “Tll show you to his room,”
she said. Tengo got up from the sofa
and, passing by a large mirror on the
wall, realized for the first time what a
sloppy outfit hc was wearing: aJeff Beck
Japan Tour T-shirt under a faded dun-
garce shirt with mismatched buttons,
chinos with specks of pizzasauce ncar
onc hnce, a bascball cap—no way for a
thirty-ycar-old son to dress on his first
hospital visit to his fathcr in two ycars.
Nordid he have anything with him that
might scrve as a gift on such an occasion.
No wonder the nurse had given him that
look of disgust.

Tengo's father was in his room, sit-
sing in a chair by the open window, his
hands on his knees. A nearby table held
a potted plantwith scveral delicate yel-
low flowers. The floor was made of
some soft matcrial to prevent injury in
case of a fall. Tengo did not rcalize at
first that the old man scated by the win-
dow was his father. He had shrunk—
“shrivelled up” might be more accurate.
His hair was shorter and as white as a
frost-covered lawn. His checks were
sunken, which may have been why the
hollows of his ¢ycs looked much bigger
than they had before. Three deep
creascs marked his forchead. His cye-
brows were exweemcly long and thick,
and his pointed cars were larger than
cver; they looked like bat wings. Froma
distance, he scemed less like a human
being thanlike some kind of creature, a
rat or a squirrcl-—a crcaturce with some
cunning. He was, however, Tengo's fa-
ther---or, rather, the wreckage of Ten-
go's father. The father that Tengo re-
membered was a tough, hardworking
man. Introspection and imagination
might have been foreign to him, but he
had his own moral codc and a saong
sensc of purposc. The man Tengo saw
beforc him was nothing but an empty
shell.

“Mr. Kawana!” the nurse said to Ten-
go’s father in the crisp, clear tone she
must have been trained to use when ad-

dressing pancnts. “Mr. Kawana! Look
who'’s here! It's your son, here from
Tokyo!”

Tengo's father turned in his direc-
tion. His cxpressionless cyes made
Tengo think of two cmpty swallow’s
nesw hanging from the eaves.

“Hcllo,” Tengo said.

Iis father said nothing. Instcad, he
looked straight at Tengo as if he were
rcading a bulletin written in a foreign
language.

“Binncr starts at six-thirty,” the nursc
said to Tengo. “Pleasc feel free to stay
undl then.”

Tengo hesitated for a moment after
the nursc left, and then approached his
fathcr, siting down in the chair oppo-
site his—a fadcd, cloth-covered chair,
its woodcn parts scarred from long
usc. His father's cycs followed his
movements.

“ITow are you?” Tengo asked.

“Finc, thank you,” his fathcr said
formally.

Tengo didnotknowwhat to say after
that. Toyingwith the third button othis
dungarce shirt, he turned his gaze to-
ward the pine wees outside and then
back again to his father.

“You have come from Tokyo, is it?”
his father asked.

“Yes, from Tokyo.”

“You must have come by express
wain.”

“That's right,” Tengo said. “As far as
Tatcyama. Then I transferred to a local
for the arip herc to Chikura,”

“You've come to swim?” his father
asked.

“I'm Tengo. Tengo Kawana. Your
son.”

The wrinkles in his father'’s forehead
deepenced. “A lot of people tell lics be-
causc they don't want to pay their NHK
subscription fec.”

“Father!” Tengo called out to him.
He had not spoken the word in a very
long simc. “I'm Tengo. Your son.”

“l don’t have a son,” his fathcer
declared.

“You don’t have a son,” Tengo re-
peated mechanically.

I lis father nodded.

“So what am I?” Tengo asked.

“You'rc nothing,” his fathcr said with
two short shakes of the head.

Tengo caught his breath. He could
find no words. Nor did his father have



any morc to say. Each sat in silence,
scarching through his own tangled
thoughts. Only the cicadas sang without
contusion, at top volumnc.

[lcmaybe speaking the wuth, Tengo
thought. Ilis memory may have been
destroycd, but his words arc probably
wuc,

“What do you mcan?” Tengo asked.

“You arc nothing,” his father re-
peated, his voice devoid of emotion.
“Youwure nothing, you are nothing, and
youwill be nothing.”

Tengo wanted to get up from his
chair, walk to the stasion, and go back to
Tokyo then and there. But he could not
stand up. He was like the young man
who wavclled to the town of cats. 1c
had curiosity. 1{c wanted a clcarer an-
swer. There was danger lurking, of
coursc. But if he Iet this opportunity cs-
cape he would have no chance to leam
the secret about himself. Tengo ar-
ranged and rearmanged words in his head
unsl atlast he was ready to speak them.
This was the question he had wanted to
ask since childhood but could ncver
quitc managc to get out: “What you're
saying, then, is that you arc not my bio-
logical father, correct? Youarc telling me
that therc is no bleod conncction be-
tween us, is that it?”

“Stealing radio waves is an ualawful
act,” his father said, looking into Tengo’s
cycs. “It is no different frem stealing
moncy or valuables, don’t you think?”

“You'rc probably right” Tengo de-
cided to agree for now.

“Radio waves don’t comc falling out
of the sky for free like rain or snow,” his
father said.

Tengo starcd at his father's hands.
They were lined up neatly on his knces.
Small, dark hands, they looked tanned
to the bonc by long ycars of outdoor
work.

“My mother didn’t really die of an ill-
ncss when | was little, did she?” Tengo
asked slowly.

Iis father did not answer. Iis ex-
pression did not change, and his hands
did not move. is cycs focussed on
Tengo as if they were obscerving some-
thing unfamiliar.

“My mother left you. She left youand
mc behind. She went off with another
man. Am | wrong?”

His father nodded. “It 1s not good
to stcal radio waves. You can’t get

T'm net actually everweight—1just read heavy”

away with it, just doing whatcver you
want.”

This man understands my questions
perfectly well He just doesn’t want to
answer them directly, Tengo thought.

“Father,” Tengo addressed him.
“You may not actuallybe my fathcr, but
I'll cal! you that for now because 1don’t
know what clsc to call you. To tell you
the truth, P've never liked you. Maybe
I've even hated you most of the time.
You know that, dor’t you? But, cven
supposing that there is no blood con-
ncction between us, 1 no longer have
any reason to hatc you. I don’t knowif1
can go so far as to be fond of you, but1
think that at lcastI should be able to un-
derstand you better than 1 do now. 1
have always wanted to knew the muth
aboutwhol am and wherce I came from.
That’s all. If you will tcll me the wuth
here and now, I won'’t hate you any-
more. In fact, Iwould welcome the op-
portunity not to have to hate you any
longer.”

Tengo’s father wenton swring athim
with expressionless cyes, but Tengo felt
that he might be sccing the tiniest gleam
of light somewhere deep within thosc
cmptyswallow’s nests.

“l am nothing,” Tengo said. “You arc
right. I'm likc somconc who’s been
thrown into the occan at night, floating
allalonc. I rcach out,but noonc is there.
I have ne cenncction te anything. The

closest thing [ have to a samily is you, but
you hold on to the secret. Mceanwhilc,
your memoty deteriorates day by day.
Along with your mcmory, the truth
about mc is being lost. Without the aid
of wuth, I am nothing, and I can ncver
be anything. Yeu are right abeut that,
too.”

“Knowledge is a precious social
assct,” his father said in a monotonc,
though his voice was somcwhat quicter
than befor, as if somconc had reached
over and tumced down the volume. “It
is an assct that must be amassed in
abundant stockpiles and utilized with
the utmost carc. It must be handed
down to the next generasion in fruithul
forms. For that rcason, too, NI1K
nceds to have all your subscription focs
and—"

Hec cut his father short. “What kind
of person was my mother? Where did
she go? What happened to her?”

His father brought his incantation to
2 halt, his lips shut tight.

ITis voice softer now, Tengo went on,
“A visien often comces to me—the same
onc, over and over. T suspect it’s not so
much 2 vision as a memory of somcthing
thatactually happsncd. T'monc and a half
years old, and my mother is next to me.
She and a young man arc holding cach
other. The man is not you. Who he is 1
have noidea, but he is definitely not you.”

His father said nething, but his eyes
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were clearly seeing something else—
something not there.

“Iwonder if I mightaskyou toreadme
something,” Tengo's father said in formal
tones after a long pause. “My eyesight has
deteriorated to the peint where I can’t read
books anymore. That bookease has some
books. Cheese any one yeu like”

Tenge get up to scan the spines of the
volumes in the boekcase. Most of them
were historical novels set in ancient
times when samurai coamed the
land. Tengo couldn’t bring himself
to read his father some musty old
book full of archaic language.

“If you don’t mind, T'd rather
read a story about a town of
cats,” Tengo said. “It’s in a book
that I brought to read myself.”

“A story abeut a town of cats,”
his father said, savering the words.
“Please read that to me, if it is not too
much trouble.”

Tengo looked at his watch. “It’s no
wouble at all. T have plenty of time be-
fore my train leaves. It's an odd story. I
don’t know if you'll like it.”

Tengo pulled out h'ispaperback and
started reading slowly, in a clear, audible
voice, taking two or three breaks along
the way to catch his breath. He glanced
at his father whenever he stopped read-
ing but saw no discernible reaction on
his face. Was he enjoying the story? He
could not tell.

“Does that town of cats have televi-
sion?” his father asked when Tengo had
finished.

“The story was written in Germany
in the nineteen-thirties. They didn’t
have television yet back then. They did
have radio, though”

“Bid the cats build the town? Or did
people build it before the cats came to
live there?” his father asked, speaking as
ifto himself.

“I don’t know,” Tengo said. “But it
does seem to have been built by human
beings. Maybe the people left for some
reason-—say, they all died in an epidemic
of some sort—and the ca® came to live
there”

His father nodded. “When a vacuum
forms, something has to come along to
fill it. That’s what everybody does.”

“That’s what everybody does?”

“Exactly.”
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“What kind of vacuum are you
filling?”

His father scowled. Then he said
with a touch of sarcasm in his voice,
“Don’t you know?”

“1 don’t Jnow,” Tengo said.

His father’s noswils flared. One eye-
brow rose slightly. “If you can’t under-
stand it without an explanation, you
can’t understand it with an explanation.”

Tengo narrewed his eyes, try-
ing to read the man’s expression.
Never once had his father em-
ployed such odd, suggestive lan-
guage. He always spoke in con-
crete, practical terms.

“I see. So you are filling some
kind of vacuum,” Tengo said.
“All right, then, who is going to
fill the vacuum that you have left
behind?”

“You,” his father declared, raising an
index finger and thrussing it straight at
Tengo. “Isn’t it obvious? I have been
filling the vacuum that somebody else
made, so you will fill the vacuum that I
have made.”

“T’he way the cats filled the town after
the people were gone.”

“Right,” his father said. Then he
stared vacantly at his own outstretched
index finger as if at some mysterious,
misplaced object.

Tengo sighed. “So, then, who is my
father?”

“Just a vacuum. Y our mother joined
her body with a vacuum and gave birth
to you. I filled that vacuum.”

Having said that much, his father
closed his eyes and closed his mouth.

“And you raised me after she left. Is
that what you're saying?”

After a ceremonious clearing of his
throat, his father said, as if trying to ex-
plain a simple truth to a slow-witted
child, “That is why I said, Tf you can’tun-
derstand it without an explanation, you
can't understand it with an explanation.”

Tengo folded his hands in his lap
and looked straight into his father’s
face. This man is no empty shell, he
thought. He is a flesh-and-blood
human being with a narrow, stubborn
soul, surviving in fits and starts on this
patch of land by the sea. He has no
choice but to coexist with the vacuum
that is slowly spreading inside him.

Eventually, that vacuum will swallow
up whatever memories are left. Tt is only
a matter of time.

Tengo said goodbye to his father
just before 6 P.M. While he waited
for the taxi tocome, theysat across from
cach other by the window, saying noth-~
ing. Tengo had many more questions
he wanted to ask, but he knew that he
would get no answers. The sight of his
father’s tightly clenclied lips told him
that. If you couldn’t understand some-
thing without an explanation, you
couldn’t understand it with an explana-
tion. As his father had said.

When the time for him to leave drew
near, Tengo said, “You told me a lot
today. It was indirect and often hard to
grasp, but it was probably as honest and
open as you could make it. J should be
grateful for that”

Still his father said nothing, his eyes
fixed on the view like a soldier on guard
duty, determined not to miss the signal
flare sent up by a savage tribe on a dis-
tant hill. Tengo tried looking out along
his father’s line of vision, but all that was
out there was the pine grove, tinted by
the coming sunset.

“‘T'm sorry to sayit, but there is virtually
nothing I can do for you-—other than to
hope that the process ferming avacuum in-
side you is a painless one. I'm sure you have
suffered a lot. You loved my mother as
deeply as you knew how. T do get that
sense. Butsheleft, and that must have been
hard on you—Tlike living in an empty town.
Still, you raised me in that empty town.”

A pack of crows cut across the sky,
cawing. Tengo stood up, went overto his
father, and put his hand on his shoulder.
“Goodbye, Father. I'll come again seer.”

With his hand on the doorknob,
Tengo turned around one last ime and
was shocked to see a single tearescaping
his father’s eye. It shone a dull silver
color under the ceiling’s fluorescent
light. The tear crept slowly down his
cheek and fell onto his lap. Tengo
opened the door and left the room. He
took a cab to the station and reboarded
the train that had brought him here. ¢

(Translated, from the Japanese, by Jay Rubin.)
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