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When my mother, two older sisters, and I realized that my grandmother could no 

longer live alone in Japan, we brought Obaachan to the United States to die. No one 

actually said, that but we all knew it was true. After all, Grandma was ninety-nine. How 

many more years could she possibly live? Better to die among those she loved the most, 

we reasoned. She could pass her few remaining years in peace and would be able to die 

surrounded by her only child and grandchildren.  

So my mother and I went to her home in Matsuyama on the island of Shikoku, a 

provincial city famous for its hot springs--one of several in Japan that locals in each area 

claim is the oldest in the country. We needed to help her to clean the house and sell it. 

This was an arduous task, as Obaachan had lived there for nearly fifty years. She had 

returned to her birthplace after my mom (her daughter), dad, and we three kids left 

Yokohama in the spring of 1953on a huge ship and sailed to our new home in the United 

States of America. I don’t think she ever recovered from the loss of her only child and 

grandchildren and part of her heart remained frozen in time in those golden years.  

We started throwing things out, asking Obaachan what to do with each item. But 

almost everything she said was too precious to be discarded. Those things we threw out 

without asking kept reappearing back in the house.  

“Didn’t we already throw that out,” we asked each other. Then we noticed 

Obaachan going through the garbage.  



“What are you doing?”  we challenged her. 

“Oh, I couldn’t throw that out, that was a gift from so and so,” or “I want to give 

that to so and so.”  

My mom became exasperated and argued futilely with her until finally we became 

exhausted from moving things back and forth from the house to the garbage cans. One 

day when Obaachan was at the doctor’s we hired a truck to come and take things away.  

Since she had never actually lived anywhere else in the world for 99 years we 

figured it would be safer to call it a trial. We told her that she could return to Japan if she 

felt that it was the best thing to do. But as she could no longer live alone, should she 

decide to go back she would have to enter a nursing home there.  

My mom and sister gave Obaachan her own room in their American home in 

Massachusetts, near the ocean on Cape Cod, a summer vacation land of beautiful 

beaches. Her room was small. Obaachan was small too, less than five feet tall and 

seemingly tinier every time I saw her. Every day my sister took Obaachan in her car to 

look at the ocean, cooked her fish, and made a bath for her at night. She tried to make up 

for fifty years of separation by spending time with her, talking with Obaachan in her 

childish Japanese, and giving her warmth and comfort. We subscribed to the Japanese 

newspaper which came a couple of days late and tried to get Japanese cable television but 

Obaachan insisted it was not necessary. She did miss the weather report, as one of her 

favorite things to do was monitoring the movements of nature. 

Once she was settled in, I flew back to Tokyo where I worked as a college 

professor. Obaachan settled into her new life in her new country. Whenever I called, my 

sister reassured me that all was well. Obaachan couldn’t understand anything anyone 



said, but didn’t seem to mind at all. She kept talking anyway as if people could 

understand her, and maybe sometimes they did. She smiled a lot. Everyone loved her. 

Occasionally , Mom's one Japanese friend, the only other Japanese person in the whole 

county, would come over and chat with Obaachan for a while.  

The only one who understood what she was saying was mom. So Obaachan 

followed her around the house all day, chattering, giving orders, and telling Mom to 

translate into English. Mom called me one morning to complain that Obaachan had 

woken her up early and told her that my sister’s husband was awake and waiting for his 

breakfast. Mom sleepily told her that he made his own coffee and ate only cold cereal for 

breakfast, which he was capable of making himself, but Obaachan insisted that mom 

needed to make breakfast for the man of the house.  

Mom told me that she was getting tired of Obaachan’s antics and worried how she 

could maintain her own health. After all, she herself was eighty and Obaachan, now one 

hundred, still treated her like a child. I became concerned that being the caretaker was 

now too much for Mom. She had fulfilled this duty for years, going back and forth from 

the East Coast of the United States to western Japan, a grueling journey she could no 

longer manage. We wondered if the stress of Obaachan’s dependency was too great and 

worried about Mom’s health. We agonized over how we could keep both of our treasured 

matriarchs alive as long as possible. 

Having lived with both of them I know that they can be difficult. Put them together 

and they are like cat and dog. They are strong women, willful and stubborn—like mother, 

like daughter. And the similarities seem to provoke them into exchanges like this: 

“You are like a man!” Obaachan scolded. “Can’t you be more ladylike?”  



“What do you expect?” Mom retorted, “ I had to raise three kids in America and 

work in a mans’ world. I had to be tough.”  

“Why can’t you talk gentle and sweet, not so rough.” 

“I don’t need to act phony, like some women do.” 

Obaachan teased Mom mercilessly about her weight. Looking at her rear end, 

Obaachan could not resist saying, “It’s really big, isn’t it!”  

Mom wheeled around quickly, “Why do you always have to criticize people?” 

“No one else would tell you. I am the only one. I do it for your own good. You are 

too big because you are eating too many sweets.” 

“So stop bringing them home.” 

“But you like them so much. Here, have one.” 

“I don’t want it.” 

“Come on, you know you want it.” 

“I don’t want it!” 

“Then just eat half.”  

Despite their crazy behavior with each other, they were boundless in their 

generosity to others. But while Obaachan gives to everyone, Mom gave generously to her 

own kids first. There are other differences—Obaachan spends money like a drunken 

sailor; Mom pinched pennies on her own desires so she would have more for her 

children. Obaachan likes presents; Mom thinks about how the money could be better 

spent. Obaachan loves jewelry; Mom would rather pawn the jewels. Obaachan chatters 

constantly; Mom is quiet—except when she’s yelling at Obaachan.  



Maybe it is just too hard for them to live together. For years after my dad died, 

mMm would return to Japan to care for Obaachan. Three months later she would leave, 

explaining that her visa was up. Since Mom was an American citizen now, she needed a 

visa to be in Japan, and it was only good for ninety days. That was about all she could 

take anyway, so it was the perfect excuse to leave. After reviving herself for a few 

months at her home in Massachusetts, she would return for another stint with Obaachan. 

This lifestyle continued until mom reached eighty and announced that she could no 

longer do it and gave Obaachan a choice that she now faced: stay with her and my sister 

in the United States or return to Japan and enter a nursing home. 

Days passed and tensions mounted. As the day approached for a decision to be 

made I received a phone call from my sister. She does not speak Japanese, and requested 

that I ask Obaachan what she wants to do.  

“OK,” I said, and when the phone was passed, asked, “What do you want to do 

Obaachan?” 

“I think I should go back.” 

She gave the phone to my sister and I translated into English. 

“She thinks she should go back.” 

This answer did not satisfy my sister who insisted, “I want to know what she wants 

to do, not what she thinks she should do.” 

“Okay, let me ask her again.” 

“Big sister wants to know what you want to do Obaachan, not what you think you 

should do” 

“Well, I think your mother wants me to go back.” 



I passed this on to my sister, “She think mom wants her to go back.” 

My sister said, “That might be true but I want to know what she wants to do.” 

“OK, I’ll try again.”  

“Obaachan, don’t worry about what you think Mom wants, what would you want to 

do?” 

“I think your sister’s husband is not comfortable with me here.” 

Obaachan passed the phone to my sister and I told her, “She thinks Tom is not 

comfortable with her there.” 

“Don’t worry about Tom, he’s fine with whatever we decide, in fact, he wants her 

to stay. What does she want to do?” 

“Big sister says her husband is fine with you there. She wants to know what you 

want to do.” 

“It’s probably better for everyone if I go back.” 

“She thinks it’s better for everyone if she goes back.” 

My sister was getting a little frustrated with my answers. “I’m not asking her that. I 

want to know what she wants. Tell her that is she wants to stay, we will take care of her.” 

“Sister says if you want to stay she will take care of you.”  

“I appreciate it, but I should probably go back.”  

“She thinks she should go back,” I told sister, realizing we were back where we 

started. 

My sister was becoming exasperated. “I just want to know what SHE wants to do.” 

I was also becoming frustrated, “I know you do, but maybe she just can’t answer 

your question in the way you want her to.” 



There was a silence, then my sister said, “OK, let’s stop asking her.” 

Obaachan went back to Japan a month later. She moved into the nursing home 

without complaint and got her own room. She filled it with her few remaining 

possessions, an old chest of drawers, a favorite chair, and the clothes that we had not 

thrown out. On top of the chest she put a few photos of her grandchildren and great 

grandchildren, but the rest she gave to me, afraid that they would be lost in the chaos 

following her death. 

Obaachan is now 106. Though she broke her hip when she was 103 she has not 

slowed down. She moves around in a wheel chair. Her brain has slowed but remains 

clear. Sometimes she expresses regrets.  

“I should have had an operation to repair my hip.”  

“Why didn’t you?” I ask.  

“I didn’t want to use up all the money. I wanted you kids to have something.”  

Another regret: “I should have stayed in the U.S. with your mother and sister.” 

“Why didn’t you?” 

“Your mom told me everyone was embarrassed that my nose was too small, so she 

ordered me to have plastic surgery. Isn’t that awful! That’s why I came back.” I want to 

challenge her story but stop myself and just say, “That’s too bad.” 

I visit Obaachan when I can, two or three times a year, just for a few days. On those 

precious days I sit with her for hours and get her talking by showing old photos. She 

reminisces about things that happened at least half a century ago. I have heard most of the 

stories already and feign interest and pretend it is the first time she has told me. I think of 



questions to ask but it seems like by now have asked them all a hundred times. I ask my 

favorites once more. 

“Do you think you will go to heaven, Obaachan?” 

“I hope so.” 

“Do you think your mother will be there waiting for you?” 

“That would be nice.” 

Although we never touched when we were younger, I hold her hand, softer and 

thinner with each passing year. I kiss her on the forehead. Occasionally she says 

something startling like when she told me, “After you kids left Japan I cried every day for 

two years.”  

Once in a while something shocking buried deep down erupts. Her face brightens, 

and she smiles like a young girl recalling the man she loved at eighteen, the only love of 

her life, but darkens when she tells me how her father rejected him and forced her to 

marry someone she did not love. Other stories are even more painful. Sometimes I have 

to turn away. I encourage her to try to recall happy moments. And once in a while 

something slips out of my mouth too as when I asked her if she regretted having half-

blood grandchildren. She didn’t hesitate to answer, “You were my treasures.” 

When the time comes to leave, Obaachan used to say, “I may never see you again,” 

but I put a stop to it because it was too hard to leave each time and we did it too many 

times. So now I just brace myself and casually say, “Bye bye. See you next time.” I smile 

and turn away quickly, knowing that I am being a coward. I jump into a taxi, look out the 

window at the passing rice fields and wonder if I will ever see her again.  



Would she have been happier in the U.S.? I don’t know. We painted a happy 

picture of an ideal ending but there were undeniable and seemingly unresolvable tensions 

and stress for our mother. There could have incredible problems with health insurance 

that would have exhausted all her savings before the bills were passed on to us. And how 

would she have communicated with doctors, nurses and caregivers?  

In Japan, she laments, there is no one to care for her. This is not what she expected. 

How could it be this way after she cared for so many people? Why is there no one to care 

for her? It isn’t fair, I agree, but those who would have cared for her are now in their 

eighties and nineties and living out their last days the best they can. “I could do it if I was 

ten years younger,” her little sisters say, and we look at each other thinking, long life is a 

mixed blessing. No one wants to say that Obaachan has lived too long. 

Now she may die surrounded by strangers. True, they are not family, but are they 

really strangers? These are the people she lives with, eats and sleeps with, who bathe her, 

take her to the toilet, give her medicine, change her sheets. She has grown fond of some 

of them. After seven years her room really has become her room. She has passed many 

days and nights there. And in Japan, at least she has the power of language; she knows 

what is being said and can say what she wants. The staff tells me that this is important for 

her to be in control, as it fits with her fighting personality.  

Because of her advanced age, and I no longer cling to her. I have had her long 

enough. I want her to go when she is ready. She tells me she is ready, but God never calls 

her. She even asks me to help her leave this world, “You’re a doctor, don’t you have 

anything in your bag?”  



Though I feel sad and imagine that she is lonely this is the way she will live out her 

last years. Maybe she really did want to come home to Japan, where she was born, where 

her mother died, where she herself wanted to die. Maybe she could never express her 

desire, but perhaps she needed to be where things were familiar—the way things looked, 

smelled, the natural world of home. Maybe she couldn’t stand losing memories. 

It was her choice, I say to comfort myself. But what does this mean?  

 Could she ever really choose what she wants—a woman raised at a time in which 

a woman’s desires did not matter, a woman raised in a society in which she could only 

see herself in a contextual web of relationships? When we asked her “What do you want 

to do?” she could not see her wishes simply as personal, individualistic desires?   

 What Obaachan wants and has always wanted is what is best for all her loved 

ones.  
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