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All manner of people from every walk of life – solo passengers, friends, couples, families, work colleagues – traverse the concourse at a brisk pace. But as they cross paths, the contents of each traveller’s heart are a mystery known only to themselves.

Hiro Arikawa






Author’s Note

At Takarazuka Station on the Hankyu Railway Line, the Takarazuka Line bound for Umeda in Osaka and the Imazu Line that connects with the Kobe Line at Nishinomiya-Kitaguchi Station converge in a ‘Y’ shape, which in railway terminology is called a wye. Here you can also transfer to the JR Takarazuka Line, which makes Takarazuka Station a fairly large junction of three railway lines for this relatively regional mountainous area in western Japan.

Hankyu is a large private commuter railway line that operates in Kansai – as the area surrounding Kyoto, Osaka and Kobe is known – and its signature maroon train cars with their distinctive retro interiors are very popular among railway buffs, as well as with young women.

This story takes place along the Imazu Line, perhaps one of the lesser known among Hankyu’s various train lines.




Dramatis Personae

(in order of appearance)

Masashi, an office worker

Yuki, an office worker

Shoko, an office worker

Tokié, grandmother of Ami

Ami, granddaughter of Tokié

Misa, a student at a women’s college

Katsuya, a college student and Misa’s boyfriend

Etsuko (‘Et-chan’), a high-school student

Kei’ichi, a university student

Miho (‘Gon-chan’), a university student

Yasué (‘Itoh-san’), a housewife and mother




Bound for Nishinomiya-Kitaguchi




Takarazuka Station
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Lone passengers, for the most part, show no expression, often appearing to be in their own world. They stare at the landscape whizzing by or at the ads hanging inside the car or, if their eyes do happen to wander around the carriage, they avoid meeting anyone else’s gaze. Otherwise, they pass their time on the train in the usual ways – reading a book or listening to music or staring at their mobile phone.

That is why

a person alone

without any kind of distraction

looking animated

is very conspicuous.

On this particular day, the young woman who got on at Takarazuka Station and sat next to Masashi looked familiar – or at least he recognized her.

If you were to transfer from the Imazu Line to the Takarazuka Line and ride one stop to Kiyoshikojin Station, you would find Takarazuka Central Library.

In the five years since Masashi had started working in an office, he would visit this library every two weeks or so. He did like to read and sometimes he had research to do for work, but on days off when he didn’t have plans and since he didn’t have a girlfriend, there wasn’t really much else to do.

So Masashi was enough of a regular that he soon got to know the library staff, as well as a couple of the other patrons. Enough to recognize when that pesky old guy was giving the librarian a hard time again, and so on.

He remembered the young woman with the long neat hair because he had once lost out to her in the scramble for a book.

It was a buzzy new book that happened to be back on the shelf.

This was only about a month after it had been published, so it seemed pretty lucky. In an instant, Masashi had reached for the book but, just as he did so, another hand suddenly snatched it away.

With a frown, he looked round to see who had nabbed the book – an attractive young woman, and so any impulse to complain vanished. Men are weak.

The young woman seemed unaware she had just snatched the book – she had not even seen him. Masashi watched, following after her for a few minutes, but gave up once it was obvious she was not letting it go.

At the time, the young woman had been carrying a canvas tote bag featuring a certain internationally recognizable mouse. He had found it a bit childish for someone her age – but then again, maybe it was the sturdiest bag she owned, or one that she didn’t care if it got ruined. When lugging around the maximum number of books you could borrow from the library, a flimsier or more tasteful bag would soon get damaged.

Which meant that she must come here pretty often.

His assumption was right on the money – since he came to the library fairly often himself, he started noticing her there more frequently. He’d spot her by her bag, emblazoned with the image of that mouse, its mouth wide open in a smile. She really was Masashi’s type, though and, although hard to admit, he quickly got used to seeking out the rodent.

Having lost out to her that one time, Masashi considered her a rival, so whenever he saw her around, he’d scour the library’s shelves pre-emptively for any special books that might be available.

He soon realized they shared similar tastes.

She had a knack for discovering interesting books and, as he threw a grudging glance at her selection, he’d consider borrowing them himself after she returned them. But he never made a note of the titles and soon forgot what any of them were.

He only ever bumped into her at the library – until now, they had never found themselves on the same train home.

At Kiyoshikojin Station, she had got on the train headed for Takarazuka Station, boarding the same car as Masashi, her tote with the smiling happy-go-lucky mouse bulging as always. Not that Masashi was one to talk – his leather backpack was filled to bursting.

But only Masashi seemed to have noticed.

At Takarazuka Station, where the train terminates, there are three options: leave the station, or transfer to the JR line, or to the other train line for Nishinomiya-Kitaguchi, known as Nishi-Kita.

No way, she can’t be heading for Nishi-Kita … he thought, but as their train pulled into the station, her gaze was locked on the opposite platform.

And sure enough, as soon as they arrived, she scurried over towards the train that was sitting at the platform across the way. On weekends, due to the popularity of the Hanshin Racecourse at Nigawa, all four tracks would often be occupied, with trains for Umeda and Takarazuka, and Nishinomiya-Kitaguchi and Takarazuka, respectively, sitting opposite each other. So, the transfer time was minimal.

The same track, even? His eyes followed her with vague annoyance, and he decided to travel in a different carriage.

It was pretty crowded, but the books he had taken out from the library were heavy, so Masashi made sure to score one of the empty seats.

Just then, the internal door connecting the cars opened. And who should appear but the young woman herself. Not many empty seats, she seemed to be thinking, swaying as she made her way down the carriage.

There were still a few empty seats. Without hesitating, she took the closest one, next to Masashi.

Such a strange series of chance encounters, overlapping like Jenga pieces, even if Masashi seemed to be the only one aware they were two players in a game.

Masashi hastily pulled one of the books he’d borrowed from his backpack.

As he began flipping through the pages, the young woman beside him made an odd motion. The famous mouse tote bag, heavy with books, still on her lap, she had swivelled her body around to see fully out of the window. She was now turned towards Masashi, so he had a full view of her face without even trying.

She was smiling and looking down at the scene below the elevated railway tracks.

What is it? Masashi peered down below too. The train was going over the iron bridge that spans the Mukogawa River.

‘Huh?’

The sound came out involuntarily. On a sandbank in the river, just before they reached the other side of the iron bridge, not small by any means, but rather, taking up almost the entire area above the water line, someone had written the character:

生

Or, not written so much as assembled – stones were piled up to form a three-dimensional shape of the kanji for ‘life’.

It had just the right balance and stature to catch the eye as an impressive objet d’art.

‘Amazing, isn’t it?’

The character 生 was so huge that it could be clearly made out, even from a distance and at an angle. But it wasn’t until the train had got to the other side of the bridge that he realized she was speaking to him.

While he was processing this fact, the young woman carried on speaking.

‘I first saw it about a month ago. It’s amazing, right?’

What’s amazing is that you even spotted it, he murmured. That she would focus her attention on a sandbank where no one would think to look and then notice some graffiti (?) there was kind of ridiculous – and yet remarkable.

‘Why do you think it’s amazing?’ she asked.

He paused for a moment. ‘… I guess it’s the shape. The lines are so bold and its height so even, as if someone used heavy machinery. Must’ve taken a lot of guts, just for a prank.’

‘I think the choice of character is pretty amazing,’ she said. ‘That kanji has straight lines, which makes it easy to construct. And for a single character on its own, it’s impactful, right? The first time I saw it, it made me thirsty for a beer.’

‘Ahh, so you read it as “nama”, as in draught beer? I thought it was “sei”, like life or death.’

‘Oh, that works too. I’m sure they meant for it to be taken both ways.’

‘If you really want to know, maybe you could ask about it at the town hall? It might be a river works project.’

‘Oh, I won’t do that.’ She pursed her lips and shook her head. ‘I might find out that it’s something practical – maybe it’s groundwork for some construction or maybe it’s just some graffiti that’s about to be removed – that would ruin it. I kind of hope that it’s graffiti. I mean, if it’s a prank, it’s rare to see one so sophisticated and so memorable. I’m OK with not knowing what the meaning of it is, and I hope it stays there forever.’

She has a point, he thought to himself.

The graffiti had been created for its own sake, its impact would never be known. It cheered him a bit to imagine that whoever had come up with it must be living in the same city as him.

‘It’d be cool if it were supposed to be “nama” …’ Masashi muttered and she tilted her head enquiringly. ‘But if it’s read as “sei”, then you can’t help thinking it’s about “how to live” or “life or death”, right? So then, as a fun piece of graffiti, there must be some kind of message … like a prayer or something.’

Her expression shifted before his eyes, from amusement to disappointment.

Yikes, he thought. I screwed up!

He hadn’t intended to spoil her excitement. The only reason he had even noticed her was because he had lost out to her in the scramble for a book, but he hadn’t meant to seek out any kind of retaliation.

‘I, uh … see what you mean. I guess it might not be just a fun prank. It could be for someone who’s not well, and their family made that character as a sort of prayer or something—’

‘Th-that’s not what I meant at all!’ Masashi interrupted. ‘If you think about it, the landscape along this railway line is jam-packed with temples and shrines and monks.’

Along the Takarazuka Line is an old pilgrimage route known as the Junrei Kaido – starting with the station after Takarazuka, the next three stations are each home to various Buddhist temples and Shinto shrines: Kiyoshikojin Station, the one closest to Takarazuka Central Library, is named after Kiyoshikojin Seichoji Temple; the next station, Mefu Jinja, is also named for the albeit minor, though deeply rooted with local constituents, Mefu Shrine; and the station after that is home to one of the most popular temples in the region, Nakayama-dera.

Finally, on the Imazu Line, the station before Nishi-Kita is named for a thriving temple, Mondo Yakujin Tokoji, where people go to pray.

‘Rather than creating such an odd prayer, surely paying a visit to a nearby temple or shrine would be faster! Especially when you can have your pick of so many around here!’

‘Do you really think so?’

‘Trying to guess what it could possibly mean, there are a mess of possibilities. Like, it could be just a playful joke, or a prayer like I said – but then it could also be a curse.’

‘A curse?! What gives you that idea?!’

‘Well, if you read it as the word for “life”, the idea of writing something like that on a sandbank in the river, where the water is going to wash it away, doesn’t it have a sense of the occult or some creepy horror thing? I can easily see how a student who’s into that kind of stuff could have done it.’

‘Wow, I never thought of that!’ She pouted. ‘It’s been a month since I first noticed it. And already, my imagination pales in comparison to yours, and you’ve only just seen it.’

‘Hmm … you’re being surprisingly competitive.’

‘I mean, I just took it to be a lark, and nothing more.’

Even though she’d beaten him in the book scramble, she seemed pretty nice. She saw a cryptic character written on a sandbank and immediately accepted the most light-hearted and harmless explanation – it even made her crave a beer.

‘NEXT STOP, SAKASEGAWA,’ came the announcement on the train. Apparently they had passed the preceding station, Takarazuka-Minamiguchi, without noticing.

‘Oh, this is my stop,’ she said with a slight nod of her head.

‘Sakasegawa, huh? I wanted to live in that area myself. When I moved here, that was the first place I looked, but I couldn’t find anything there.’

He’d made this random comment, apropos of nothing, perhaps as a way to keep their conversation going.

‘Really? I wonder why not? I found a place near the station right away.’

‘Might be that Sakasegawa is close to the Takarazuka theatre? I guess a lot of fans want to live there too. I had a real estate broker looking for me, but they said the only places available were just for women or were family-oriented.’

‘Is that so? The town hall is there too, so I guess it’s a pretty convenient location.’

The train began to slow, and she stood up from her seat.

OK then, she waved a hand, and he waved back.

‘I’m gonna get myself a beer on the way home today. In support of your theory. It’s the most fun version, right?’ he said.

She had been heading for the doors but she turned back towards him.

‘The next time we meet, we should have a drink. I prefer beer in a glass mug, rather than in a can.’

Hey, what’d she mean by ‘the next time’? Masashi thought, bewildered. They hadn’t even exchanged contact information.

As far as she was concerned, he was just a stranger she’d struck up a conversation with about some charming graffiti.

‘The central library. You go there a lot, don’t you? So then, next time we meet.’

He was speechless – at that moment the train stopped and the doors opened, and with a spring in her step, she alighted from the train.

She headed for the staircase, rather than use the escalator, that bag on her shoulder with the mouse, its mouth open in a gaping smile.

As Masashi watched it swaying awkwardly, his hands reflexively popped up to cover his mouth.

So she had noticed him after all, he thought, his cheeks uncharacteristically flushed.

The next time we meet.

Today’s Saturday. Nothing special lined up, just a regular old boring afternoon.

He’d thought that he was the only one aware of their chance encounters.

When? And where?

He had the sudden urge to run off the train to find out why she had been the one to home in on him.

If she wanted to drink beer out of a glass, then why not today?!

Masashi got up from his seat and leapt onto the platform.

The mouse with the full-face smile was only halfway up the long staircase. Masashi started up the stairs, taking them two at a time to catch up with her.




Takarazuka-Minamiguchi Station
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Takarazuka-Minamiguchi is a run-down train station, in dire need of renovation.

Whereas its neighbouring stations on either side – Takarazuka and Sakasegawa, and for that matter all the other stations along the same line – have a bustling and lively vibe, Takarazuka-Minamiguchi seems to be the only one left behind in that wave of development.

There is a two-storey shopping mall that, up until some years ago, had still been sparsely populated by ramshackle shops, but after the few that were left had been evicted in advance of these renovation plans, no progress has been made.

The only attraction there is perhaps the Takarazuka Hotel. It’s said that, for fans of the Takarazuka Revue, an all-female musical theatre troupe, there’s an excellent chance of spotting one of their stars at this prestigious hotel.

As Shoko boarded the Nishi-Kita-bound train after it had slid into the platform, the clicking of her heels seemed to resonate intimidatingly. The train car wasn’t crowded but almost all the seats were taken, so, in her white dress, Shoko was hovering near the door. If she squeezed into one of the available seats, she would crease the skirt of her dress that had cost her a pretty yen.

Carelessly, she allowed a bag stamped with the emblem of the Takarazuka Hotel – no doubt containing a wedding favour – to drop by her feet. What did she care how fragile whatever was inside might be? After all, if she’d been happy to receive the favour, she wouldn’t have attended the occasion dressed all in white.

She would never forget the look on the bride’s face when she laid eyes on Shoko wearing what might as well have been a wedding dress. Yes, she would tuck that memory away in a corner of her heart.

White was the bride’s colour – guests knew better than to wear it. That was the most basic rule of the dress code for weddings. Shoko’s hair was even done up and adorned with white accessories. From the moment she arrived at the reception and signed the registry book, the other guests had been giving her looks and rolling their eyes.

She had to laugh, no?

Recalling the look on their faces, the corners of Shoko’s mouth turned up in a smile.

I can’t believe you’d do such a thing to me.

They had worked at the same company for five years. She had started to date the groom six months after they began working together. The company had sanctioned their relationship so they were publicly a couple, and once they were into their third year, everyone at the office had thought that it wouldn’t be long before Shoko and the groom got married.

The bride joined the company at the same time and had also been a friend. Past tense, of course – though there’s no way for Shoko to know just when that became so.

In contrast to Shoko with her striking features and brisk manner, the bride was a rather ordinary girl who seemed to have turned into an equally ordinary office worker.

They had been on the same team during training and the bride had become attached to Shoko, who was anything but shy and had made various friends and connections at the office. The bride was the quiet type who always seemed to stealthily insert herself into Shoko’s circle.

Why are you friends with the likes of her? You’re nothing like each other. Someone had once asked Shoko this, when the bride wasn’t around.

For the life of her, Shoko couldn’t recall why or how. During training, she had felt like the quiet-type bride was dependent on her, and then before Shoko knew it, she was already cosied up with her. Shoko didn’t find anything to dislike about being around her, and at work the bride neither sprinted ahead nor dragged anyone down, so they had remained friendly. Shoko hadn’t paid much attention to her, though the bride continued to stick close to Shoko.

Then, when Shoko started dating the groom, the bride must have heard about it through the grapevine, because she had asked Shoko, ‘You’re seeing X now?’

‘Yes, well,’ Shoko had replied, not wanting to publicize her personal life.

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ the bride had asked, in a gently chiding tone.

‘We aren’t friends.’ Pressed to explain herself, for just a brief moment, Shoko had thought, Ugh, she’s so annoying.

In retrospect, that’s when Shoko ought to have distanced herself. But since they worked together and she did not want to spark any conflict, she had opted for prudence.

If only I had cut my ties back then … yet it was a waste of time to contemplate what was irreversible, so she wouldn’t bother thinking about it.

‘A curse?!’

She heard a woman in a nearby seat exclaim. Her tone of voice as well as the incongruity of the word made Shoko glance quickly over at the couple sitting there. They were both dressed casually but Shoko took them to be career types. What stood out about them was that they were both carrying bags that were full to bursting.

‘What gives you that idea?!’

‘Well, if you read it as the word for “life” …’

The young woman was consumed with curiosity, while the young man appeared to be more aware of his surroundings, so he had lowered his voice in an effort to mollify her. It worked quite well. Shoko could no longer hear their conversation from where she was standing.

A curse?

Shoko let out an involuntary snort.

Perhaps she too had engaged in a skirmish of sorts – using the white dress she was wearing to cast the spell of her own curse.

In the fifth year of their relationship, the subject of marriage increasingly came up in conversation. They both seemed to suffer from premarital anxiety – they argued more frequently































































































TRANSWORLD

UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia
New Zealand | India | South Africa

Transworld is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

www.penguin.co.uk

[image: Penguin Random House UK]
First published in Great Britain in 2025 by Doubleday
First published by Gentosha in Japan in 2008 as 阪急電車, Hankyu Densha

Copyright © Hiro Arikawa, 2008
English translation copyright © Allison Markin Powell, 2025

The moral rights of the authors have been asserted

Cover illustration © Xuan Xuan Loc
Cover art direction by Marianne Issa El-Khoury/TW

This book is a work of fiction and, except in the case of historical fact, any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Every effort has been made to obtain the necessary permissions with reference to copyright material, both illustrative and quoted. We apologize for any omissions in this respect and will be pleased to make the appropriate acknowledgements in any future edition.

ISBN: 978-1-529-93492-2

Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes freedom of expression and supports a vibrant culture. Thank you for purchasing an authorized edition of this book and for respecting intellectual property laws by not reproducing, scanning or distributing any part of it by any means without permission. You are supporting authors and enabling Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for everyone. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems. In accordance with Article 4(3) of the DSM Directive 2019/790, Penguin Random House expressly reserves this work from the text and data mining exception.

The authorized representative in the EEA is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


All correspondence to:

Transworld

Penguin Random House

One Embassy Gardens, 8 Viaduct Gardens, London SW11 7BW



EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/prh_uk_logo.jpg
Penguin
Random Houge
UK





EPUB/images/p003.png





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/logo_large.png





EPUB/images/p015.png





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/title_page_logo.png





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-regular.otf


EPUB/images/cover.jpg
FROM THE AUTHOR OF





EPUB/images/pv.png
4 NISHINOMIYA
= L : TAKARAZUKA _KITAGUCHI
TAKARAZUKA-
TR R MONDO YAKUJIN
SAKASEGAWA KOTO’EN
_d OBAYASHI NIGAWA
= NIGAWA 0BAYASHI
= KOTO'EN SAKASEGAWA
— | TAKARAZUKA=
| ~ MONDO YAKUJIN MINAF:AIGUCHI

NISHINOMIYA
=KITAGUCHI

TAKARAZUKA






EPUB/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		COVER



		ABOUT THE AUTHOR



		BY THE SAME AUTHOR



		TITLE PAGE



		MAP



		EPIGRAPH



		AUTHOR’S NOTE



		DRAMATIS PERSONAE



		BOUND FOR NISHINOMIYA-KITAGUCHI



		TAKARAZUKA STATION



		TAKARAZUKA-MINAMIGUCHI STATION



		SAKASEGAWA STATION



		OBAYASHI STATION



		NIGAWA STATION



		KOTO’EN STATION



		MONDO YAKUJIN STATION



		NISHINOMIYA-KITAGUCHI STATION









		AND THEN BACK AGAIN: BOUND FOR TAKARAZUKA



		NISHINOMIYA-KITAGUCHI STATION



		MONDO YAKUJIN STATION



		KOTO’EN STATION



		NIGAWA STATION



		OBAYASHI STATION



		SAKASEGAWA STATION



		TAKARAZUKA-MINAMIGUCHI STATION









		AND THEN



		TAKARAZUKA STATION









		COPYRIGHT













		228



		ii



		v



		vii



		ix



		xi



		1



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		115



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227













		Cover



		Frontmatter



		Begin Reading











EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-bold.otf


