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The Cat at Platform Zero Vol.3

The New Stationmaster's First Summer
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* * *

Hoshizaki is a fictional town. Its station, its bakery, its red footbridge and its cat do not exist — except, of course, in the way that matters. Any resemblance to a real station you once waited at, a real summer you once meant to have, or a real train you were glad, afterwards, to have caught, is entirely the point.

This is the third volume of the Hoshizaki Station Stories. It can be read on its own. If you read the first two volumes, you will find the station in new hands, the book in its thirteenth volume, and the cat — the cat is exactly where he was, which is the whole of his position on the matter of change.

* * *
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* * *

A note before the first train, once more

The stationmaster has changed at Hoshizaki Station, in the way stationmasters change at small stations: the kettle did not change, and everything else did.

Daichi Mori, who kept the station for thirteen years and wrote down everything it lost and then — in the last year, in a newer hand that the book itself had taught him — everything it found, has retired to a cottage beyond the bakery, from which he comes down on Tuesdays, as a passenger, to take his tea at the waiting-room table and be sat with, in his turn, at the correct distance. The book is kept now by Sumi Takamine, thirty, precise, nervous, kind, who has chalked the green board through one spring and means to be worthy of the summer.

The summer, for its part, has plans of its own. A man is coming down the valley with a paper bag held in both hands, to return three things at their true size. The persimmon trees on the common slope — planted by a woman for summers she would not see — are heavy with green fruit and about to hold their first stamp rally. A typhoon is on the long-range forecast, the way typhoons are, which is to say it is already, in a sense, on the timetable. And on the last day of August, if the new stationmaster has her way, the station is going to do something it has never done before, which she has not told anyone about, including, especially, the cat.

People in the town still say that if you sit at Platform Zero — the old freight platform across the tracks, where no train has stopped for thirty years — you will hear the train you needed. Not the one you missed. The one you needed.

These are eight more stories about the people who sat there.

None of them was rescued. That is still important. But the sitting-with, this summer, is done by new hands — and the hands, it turns out, were ready.
Story One: The Ward Manager's Bag

The name was in the book already. That was the first thing.

Sumi Takamine had written it herself, at the office window, on the first Tuesday of the spring — before she knew she was writing, as she would tell the valley afterwards, because some arrivals announce their weight the way freight does, by the hands. A young man of about thirty had come down off the 07:42 with a suitcase in one hand and a paper bag held carefully in both, and had found the waiting room, and the table, and the retired stationmaster with his passenger's tea, and had said, with the relief of a delivery arriving at the right door: I'm the ward manager. Was the ward manager. At Sanae's hospital.

And Sumi, at the window, had opened the thirteenth volume at the day's page and written the name he gave, in full, before the sentence he said after it. The book, by then, had been teaching her hand for a year. It knew what a name was for.

Ando, Takeshi. 31. Arrived 07:42, ex the city, on leave (personal reasons, his form; the truth better, his word). Carrying: one suitcase, one paper bag, held in both hands. Contents of bag (his account, given to Mr. Mori, passenger, at the waiting-room table, tea taken): one thermos, one pair of gloves, one child's drawing of a house, folded twice. Business at this station: returns, in person, at their true size, on the instruction of Sanae Kuroki, nurse, of this valley, who told him to start here. Condition on arrival: pending.

She had written pending and underlined it once, the way the twelfth volume had taught her, because pending, at Hoshizaki, was not a failure state. It was the respectable state. Half the valley was in it about something, most of the time, and the book — twelve volumes of it, now thirteen — was essentially the record of things coming out of it, one line at a time, at forty-two minutes past the hour.

Then the spring had done what springs do at a station in new keeping: it had filled up. There had been the blossom and the school intake and the new timetable's small rebellions and the roses coming into their first flowering by the waiting-room wall, and Takeshi Ando — having taken his tea, and been entered, and been told by Mori, with a stationmaster's plainness delivered from the passenger's side of the table, that returns were freight and freight took as long as it took and he was not to hurry on the station's account — had gone back up the valley on the 16:42 to the city, to his mother's empty flat and his own suspended life, carrying the bag still full.

Departed 16:42, Sumi had written. Bag: unreturned. Business: unfinished, entered as such, without charge.

And now it was June, and the summer timetable was a week old, and the station had been repainted in its own colours and looked, as one passenger had said, rested — and the 09:42 came down the valley through the early heat with its windows open, and set down, among the greens and the schoolchildren and a delivery of bakery flour, a man of thirty-one with a suitcase in one hand and a paper bag held carefully in both hands, and this time he did not stand at the edge of the platform checking the written description against the place.

This time he walked straight to the office window, like a regular, and said: "I've come to do the returns."

"Mr. Ando," said Sumi, and opened the book, because the book was the correct instrument and because her hand, she noticed, did not shake at all, which it would have done a year ago, at a sentence like that, at a platform like this. "Welcome back. The kettle—"

"Is on," said Takeshi Ando. "I remember. It's most of why I came in June. That, and—" he lifted the bag, a fraction, the way you show a ticket "—the interest. Ms. Takamine. I've been doing the accounts again. In the dark. It's why Sanae sent me in the spring and it's why I couldn't stay in the spring. I had to go and look at the flat once more before I could—" He stopped. The valley, which had taught several generations of arrivals that a sentence could be restarted at a lower speed without penalty, waited. The cat, on the bench, in the official patch of shade, waited with the particular completeness that other offices called sleeping. "I have three things to return," Takeshi said, at the true size of it, which was smaller and heavier than everything he had said so far. "It's June. I'd like to be done by the end of summer. I'd like to be able to write to Sanae and say so. And I'd like the book to—" he looked, for the first time, slightly embarrassed, a manager's embarrassment, the embarrassment of a man who had run a ward and was asking a notebook for help "—I'd like the book to be the record. If that's an office it performs. So that I can't— revise. Afterwards. In the dark."

Sumi Takamine turned the thirteenth volume to the day's page, and wrote, in the kind hand, at the head of the summer: Ando, Takeshi. Returned, 09:42, for the returns. The book is the record. No revisions in the dark.

"That's an office it performs," she said. "Tea first."

* * *

The bag had lived, that spring, on top of the wardrobe in his mother's flat, in the city, in the room that had been hers.

Takeshi told it the way he told everything, the way he had told it to Mori in the spring and would tell it, in pieces, all summer, to the valley that collected such tellings the way other valleys collected weather: in order, with the forms in the right sequence, because order was the only mercy he knew how to operate. He had been — he was — good at his job. That had to be understood first, or the rest of it would be misread, and he minded being misread with the whole of his tidy, exhausted heart. He had run the ward's office for six years. Leave forms, shift rotas, discharge summaries, the small furious arithmetic of beds. He read forms aloud to people who could not read them, and meant well, which Sanae Kuroki — who did not distribute praise the way other people distributed leaflets — had once said, in Mori's hearing, in a letter, was a form of freight.

His mother had died in the February of the year before last. That was the form's way of putting it. The truth, stated plainly the way the station required, was better and worse: she had died in the February of the year before last, quickly, kindly, in her sleep, in the flat she had kept for forty years behind the hospital district — and her son, who processed other people's worst weeks for a living, in triplicate, with the correct codes, had been unable, for a year and a season, to process his own.

Not the death. The death he had done. The funeral, the paperwork, the office's condolence rota (he had seen his own name on it, in his own handwriting system, and had laughed, wetly, alone, in the ward office, at the perfect useless courtesy of it). What he had not done was the flat.

The flat had stood, for a year, in the respectable state. Rent paid. Post redirected. A neighbour — Mrs. Onda, of the ground floor, eighty if she was a day and sharper than the ward's best registrar — watering, out of forty years of habit, a plant that turned out, when he finally went in, to be plastic, which Mrs. Onda had known, and watered anyway, because, as she told him, a flat that is being watered is a flat somebody is coming back to, and it was not her business to be the one to stop.

"I went in last month," Takeshi told the waiting-room table. It was not a Tuesday. He had not waited for a Tuesday; the summer, he was learning, did not arrange itself around the retired keeper's tea, and Sumi had ruled — gently, in the book, where rulings lived — that the ward manager's business was station business, all week, like anyone's. "Sanae's sentence had been— I kept hearing it. It's a station umbrella, it's not even mine, that's the point. She said it to me years ago, when I read her leave form aloud. Returning an umbrella, I said. Like it was nothing. Like returning a thing was a small reason to cross a valley." He turned his cup a quarter-turn on the table, the exact gesture of a man aligning a form. "I have thought about that sentence on every shift for eighteen months. Every time somebody's family brought back a pair of slippers, a charger, a bunch of flowers going soft in a vase — the ward runs on returns, Ms. Takamine, nobody tells you that, it's the whole underside of the place, things carried in both hands to be given back — I heard it. It's not even mine. That's the point."

"And the flat?" said Sumi, because the book had taught her that the question under the question was usually a place.

"The flat was my umbrella." He said it simply, and then, because he was who he was, he itemised it, which was his way of being brave. "I went in to clear it. Properly. With boxes, with labels — I'm good at labels, it's the family trade, apparently, you'll see — and I got as far as the kitchen drawer. The deep one. By the stove." He looked out of the window at the platform, where the heat was beginning to do its work on the day and Maro was relocating, with enormous dignity, two feet further into the shade. "She kept everything I ever gave her. Everything. In the drawer. With labels."

He told it in order, because there was no other way he could tell it at all.

The macaroni-and-glitter card he had made at five, the glitter long since migrated to every subsequent object in the drawer, in the manner of glitter, which is the freight that never arrives and never stops travelling. Labelled, in her hand, brown ink, a schoolteacher's niece's hand — no, she had not been a teacher, she had been a clerk at the same hospital, which was where the handwriting had come from, the hospital had run on that hand for thirty years: Takeshi, 5. For Mother's Day. He was proud of the border.

The dried flower from his primary-school graduation, pressed inside a bus timetable. Takeshi, 12. He bowed too low and hit the stand. We did not laugh until the car.

Every certificate. Every foolish souvenir from every school trip — the keyring, the snow dome, the wooden sword from the castle town, each in its own tissue, each with the year and the occasion and, twice, the price, because his mother had believed that a gift recorded at its true size included what it had cost the giver, and that pretending otherwise was a small, kind lie she declined to file.

And at the bottom of the drawer — he had had to sit down, on the kitchen floor, in the flat that smelled of forty years and cleaning fluid — the drawing. A child's drawing of a house: four windows, a door too big for the house, a sun with rays like a star's arms, a figure in the doorway that was labelled, in letters that went uphill, MUM, and beside it, in her hand, the label he had read until the words stopped being words at all:

Takeshi, 6. The house he said we would live in. We did. He just drew it before we moved.

"I understood, sitting on the floor," Takeshi said, "that I had been charging myself interest. For a year. In the dark. On a debt—" and here his voice did the thing that voices did, at this station, at this table, which the valley's record never described because the record was a station book and not a cruelty "—a debt that was written down kindly all along. By her. Every label is— she wasn't keeping things, Ms. Takamine. She was keeping the accounts. At their true size. No interest. She'd done the whole thing properly, the way your Mr. Mori does it, the way this station— she had been keeping the book of me since before I could write my name, and I—" He stopped, and did the thing with the cup again, and Sumi, who had a year of the twelfth volume inside her by then and thirteen years of a valley's grammar in the walls around her, did not fill the silence, which was also an office the station performed.

"I'd been telling myself," he said at last, "that clearing the flat was a thing I was failing to do for her. Like a debt. Like I owed the flat an apology. And all the time it was the other way up. The flat wasn't waiting for me to settle. It was— filed. Complete. She'd finished her side of it years ago, label by label. There's nothing owed in that drawer. There's—" he searched, honestly, the way he would have searched a form for the correct code "—there's a surplus. And I don't know what you do with a surplus. At the ward, a surplus is an error. You find the mistake. There is no mistake, Ms. Takamine. She just— kept more than I gave. Deliberately. On purpose. In brown ink."

Outside, the 10:42 went through — no: the trains at Hoshizaki were hourly and all of them stopped, it was the 10:42 that arrived, breathed, exchanged its small freight of people, and went on up the valley, and the announcement, in Shun Wakabayashi's recorded voice, with its famous held breath in the middle of the sentence — the pause the company did not edit, on any account — settled over the platform like a hand on a shoulder.

"You do with a surplus," said Sumi Takamine, slowly, because she was thinking it through at the same speed as she said it, which was a liberty she permitted herself now, in her second year, that she would not have permitted herself in her first, "what this station does with one." She turned the book toward him — the thirteenth volume, open at the day's page, at his entry, at the line she had written in the spring before she knew she was writing it. "You enter it. And then you carry it, a piece at a time, to the people it belongs to. Freight isn't finished when it's received, Mr. Ando. That's the first thing Mr. Mori taught me, and it's the whole of the second thing too. Receiving is just where the record starts."

And she told him — because he was a manager, and managers, like stations, ran better on a stated procedure — the three questions the book asked about any piece of freight, which she had assembled, without quite noticing, out of a year of Wednesdays and Mori's Tuesdays and the whole twelfth volume:

Who does it belong to, truly — not legally, truly? What is its true size — not the size the dark says it is? And whose hands should it be in when the entry closes?

Takeshi Ando looked at the book for a long time. Then he opened the paper bag — which he had set down on the waiting-room table with the terrible care of the spring, and which Sumi now saw had been re-folded at the top, twice, by hands that folded things for a living — and he took out, one at a time, in order, the three things he had carried down the valley twice.

"Then the book should have the full list," he said, "before we start. So it can't be revised."

* * *

The full list, as entered in the thirteenth volume that morning, in Sumi's hand, with Takeshi Ando standing at the counter dictating in the flat, exact voice of a man reading a discharge summary to a family who needed it read kindly:

Item one. One thermos, dark red, steel, dented at the base (his own account: the dent is from the hospital steps, his third year, carrying soup up to a night nurse in the snow, in a winter he describes as "the bad one, before the good rotas"). The thermos is his. It has been, for eleven years, on the shelf in Mrs. Onda's kitchen in the city, where he left it the night his mother first went into hospital and Mrs. Onda made soup for the waiting. Mrs. Onda has washed it, weekly, for eleven years, and kept it on the shelf by the window, in case. He has walked past that shelf, he estimates, nine hundred times, and said, every time, "I must take that home," and taken, every time, only the guilt. True size of item: one thermos. Size in the dark: eleven years.

Item two. One pair of gloves, grey wool, a woman's, darned at the left thumb in a contrasting thread — the darning is his aunt's, the gloves are his aunt's, the aunt is his mother's younger sister, Fumie Arakawa, 68, of the coast town beyond the junction, widow, keeper (his account) "of the other half of everything". His mother borrowed the gloves for a hospital appointment in the November before she died, and was wearing them — this is recorded because he asked that it be recorded — on the last walk she took with her sister, along the sea wall, in the wind, holding on to the rail and to the visit with both hands. The gloves were washed, after the funeral, by the son, and folded, and put in a drawer — his drawer, in his flat, the flat he actually lives in — and have been there since, accruing. He has telephoned his aunt, in the same period, approximately weekly. He has mentioned the weather, the ward, his mother's plant (plastic; she knows; she waters her own real ones with a seriousness he describes as "operational"). He has not mentioned the gloves. True size of item: one pair of gloves. Size in the dark: his mother's last walk.

Item three. One child's drawing of a house, crayon, folded twice, gone soft at the folds. Drawn by the bearer, aged six. Kept by his mother, labelled, in the drawer of record, for twenty-five years. Belongs to — the dictation paused here, for some time, and the pause is entered in the book because the book, by the summer of the new keeping, had learned from the announcements that a pause can be part of the text — Belongs to: the bearer. Which is, he states, the one he doesn't know how to do. The other two have addresses. This one has a mirror.

Entered in full. No revisions in the dark. — S.T.

* * *

Mrs. Onda's thermos was, in the event, the easiest of the three, and Takeshi did it first, on the Thursday, alone, the way Mori's grammar said a keeper should: start with the item whose address you know.

He went up to the city on the 09:42 with the thermos in the bag, and Sumi entered the departure, and the whole valley — which had acquired, in the way of valleys, a complete and entirely unofficial intelligence service centred on the bakery — followed the expedition with the attention it deserved. He came back on the 19:42, in the long light, with the bag one item lighter and a jar of Mrs. Onda's pickles in his hand, and he reported to the office window, because the book was the record, in the flat voice, which shook exactly once, at the end:

"She knew it was mine," he said. "She said she wondered when I'd come for it. Eleven years she's washed it every week — every week, Ms. Takamine, it was in the rota, she showed me the rota, it's on the wall by the sink, Tuesdays, thermos — and do you know what she said when I tried to apologise? She said: a thing on a shelf is company. A thing in a drawer is a worry. Yours was company. She said my mother used to look at it when she visited. By the window. She said—" he stopped, and recalibrated, a manager re-finding his footing in his own summary "—she said they treated it as a promise with good manners. It never asked for anything. It just— kept the shelf honest. And when I said I was taking it away, she nodded, and she made the tea, and then she said—"

He took the jar of pickles out of his pocket and stood it on the counter, like evidence.

"She said: then I'll need something of yours to keep the shelf honest while you're gone. So I left her the pickles money and she refused it, obviously, this is Mrs. Onda, and in the end we agreed—" and now the almost-laugh arrived, the spring laugh, the one that had startled him in the waiting room in April "—we agreed on a rota. I'll send a card, every month, on the thermos's day. Tuesdays. She'll put the card on the shelf. Company, she says, that posts itself. And the thermos—"

"The thermos, Mr. Ando?"

"The thermos comes back here," said Takeshi Ando. "With me. In the autumn. When I go back to the ward — I haven't decided, that entry's still open, don't write it in the closed hand — but wherever the thermos ends up, Ms. Takamine, it ends up used. That's the return. I carried soup in it for six years and left it on a shelf for eleven like it was evidence. It's not evidence. It's a thermos. Entry: item one, returned. To service."

Sumi wrote it, in the closed hand, because some entries you could tell.

Item one. Returned, to service. Surplus distributed: one card, monthly, Tuesdays, to a shelf in the city. Interest: none. The shelf is honest.

* * *

The gloves took longer, because the gloves had an address beyond the junction, and a history, and an aunt.

Fumie Arakawa lived in the coast town where the coastal express stopped twice a day if you counted the one that only stopped on request, in a house above the harbour with a sea wall below the garden and a telescope by the kitchen window that she used, she said, for weather, ships, and other people's business, in that order. Takeshi had telephoned her — this took him until the following Tuesday, and one whole waiting-room tea in Mori's company, at the passenger's table, at the correct distance, during which Mori said almost nothing except, at the end, the thing that Takeshi carried down the coast like a ticket:

"You're not returning gloves, Mr. Ando. You're returning a walk. Deliver it at walking pace."

He took the 09:42 to the junction on the Saturday — Sumi entered it; Yui provided, unasked, a paper bag of the bakery's ordinary stock for the aunt, and then, after a moment's thought audible through the office wall, added two of the Saturday Maro pan, because it was a Saturday, and Maro pan was a Saturday thing, and some freight rules were older than any keeper — and the coastal express at its unhurried hour, and he walked up from the harbour station with the gloves in the paper bag, in both hands, at walking pace, rehearsing, the whole way up the hill, the speech he had prepared, which was a good speech, a manager's speech, itemised and kind and true.

His aunt opened the door, looked at the bag, looked at his face, and said: "You've brought the gloves, then. Put the kettle on, you're in my kitchen, not your ward office," and the speech — the good speech, the itemised one — folded itself, with great dignity, into quarters, and went to sit with all the other speeches that aunts, over the centuries, had respectfully not required.

They walked, in the afternoon, along the sea wall, at walking pace.

She wore the gloves. It was June, and warm, and the wearing of woollen gloves along a sea wall in June was a statement, not a comfort, and she made it with both hands on the rail and her chin up, while the harbour did its business below and the gulls audited everybody. She told him about the last walk — the real one, the November one, the hospital appointment, the wind — and she told it the way Moris and aunts and stations told things, at its true size, which was this: it had been a good walk. Not a brave walk, not a tragic walk. His mother had been frightened, beforehand, about the appointment, and the appointment had been ordinary, and the wind had been outrageous, and they had held on to the rail and laughed about the gloves being too thin and about their father, dead fifty years, who had maintained that the sea wall was draughty as a form of moral instruction. "She had a good day in my gloves, Takeshi," his aunt said. "That's the whole entry. I've had it written down kindly for two years, waiting for you to come and countersign it. I didn't need the gloves back. I needed you to stop carrying them like a fine."

On the way down, at the harbour station, with the request-stop express sighing at the platform and the glove-return entered — in his own notebook, in his own hand, which shook, as he reported to the book on the Monday, hardly at all, Ms. Takamine, hardly at all — his aunt performed the manoeuvre that the valley, hearing of it, recognised instantly as belonging to their own grammar, though she had never in her life been to Hoshizaki: she took the gloves off, folded them once, and put them back into his hands.

"Now they're a gift," she said. "That's different freight. A gift you keep. Wear them in the winter, when you visit your shelf lady, and think of the wall. And Takeshi—" the express doors stood open; the conductor — a young woman with a cap set very straight, whom history does not record as having noticed anything — waited with the patience of the line "—write to your nurse. The one with the umbrella. Women who send men across valleys to return gloves should be thanked in writing, at their true size, and your true size, when you write, is better than you think. I have it from the wall."

Item two, Sumi wrote, in the thirteenth volume, in the closed hand, on the Monday. Returned, at walking pace. Countersigned by the other keeper. Re-entered as gift: to be kept, and worn, in winter, on visits. Interest: none. It was a good walk. That is the whole entry.

* * *

The letter to Sanae took him three evenings at the inn by the river, and the valley, which knew, because the innkeeper's wife was the greengrocer's cousin, that the drafts went eleven, four, and one pages respectively, approved of the arithmetic. The final draft was one page. It said what it said at its true size, and Sanae Kuroki — who had returned an umbrella across twelve years and was therefore, on the subject of returns, the valley's senior living authority — replied by return of post, in a nurse's hand, on hospital paper, the whole reply four lines long:

Received. Entered. For the record: the umbrella was never the point, and you knew that before I did, or you would not have read the forms aloud. The third item is the only one that was ever owed, and it is owed to a six-year-old, who has been pending longer than any of us. Bring him his house. — S.K.

He read it at the office window, twice, and once more, aloud, to Maro, who was on the bench and who received it, as royalty receives a dispatch from a distant province, with one slow closing of the eyes.

"Bring him his house," Takeshi repeated. "She's right, of course. She's been right for eighteen months, it's extremely consistent of her. The drawing isn't mine, Ms. Takamine. That's the whole of the difficulty, and I've been itemising everything else to avoid it. It belongs to— the dictation in June said the bearer, and the book very kindly let me put that, and the book was wrong to, or I was wrong to say it, one of us. It belongs to a boy who drew a house with a door too big for it and labelled the woman in the doorway, and meant: this is where we will live, and the door is big because people will come. And I— the manager— I've spent eleven years being—" The platform was empty; the 12:42 was not yet due; the summer stood still in the heat over the tracks, the way it does in valleys, holding everything in solution. "I've spent the summer doing very well, Ms. Takamine. Item one. Item two. Rotas and shelves and sea walls. And every evening I take the drawing out of the bag, at the inn, and I put it back. It's folded twice. It's gone soft at the folds. A six-year-old's house should not have to be carried in both hands by a man of thirty-one like a— like a specimen."

"No," said Sumi. "It shouldn't. It should be carried like freight that knows its address."

"And what is its address? Truly. The book's second question is the size. I know the size: it's the size of a kitchen wall, over a stove, where a woman can see it while she works. That's where it lived, in the flat before this one — she told me, when I was small, that the first house had it pinned over the stove, and when we moved she put it in the drawer, for safekeeping, and safekeeping—" he stopped, and laughed once, not wetly this time, with genuine astonishment in it "—safekeeping is where things go to be pending, Ms. Takamine. Your station would never. Your station keeps things in the open, on a shelf by a window, where they're company. She kept it safe and I kept the gloves safe and the thermos got kept safe on a shelf for eleven years and the whole family, it turns out, is a conspiracy of safekeeping—" He stood up, suddenly, the way arrivals did, at the end of the sentence they had crossed a valley to say. "The flat. My mother's flat. I'm not selling it. That's the third return. I've been— the estate agent has a phrase, the property, and I have stood in that property with my boxes and my labels, and it isn't a property, it's the house in the drawing, the door is still too big, Mrs. Onda waters a plastic plant in it. I'm keeping the flat. I'm going to live in it — I've been living in a rented room by the hospital like a man in a waiting room, for two years, pending, there's your word again, it follows me — I'm going to move into my mother's flat in the autumn, and the drawing goes over the stove, and the entry closes."

"The bag?" said Sumi.

"The bag," said Takeshi Ando, "is my mother's shopping bag, off the back of her kitchen door, and it has carried freight for the last time. In the autumn it goes back on the back of the kitchen door, where a shopping bag lives, and it will carry shopping. In both hands, still. Some things you don't retire. You return them to service. Like a thermos." He looked down the platform at the bench, at the cat, at the green board in its summer chalk — Sumi's hand, the trains, the weather, the slope gate, the roses — and at the whole of the small, kept, keeping place that had processed his umbrella sentence for eighteen months' worth of interest and refused, politely, totally, to charge him any of it. "Enter it, Ms. Takamine. Item three: returned. Address: the house he said we would live in. We did. He just drew it before we moved. I'm moving back into the drawing."

Sumi entered it, in the closed hand, and underneath — because she was Sumi, and because the book, in her keeping, had begun to permit itself, on high days, one line of pure record-keeping joy — she added:

Item three. Returned, to the wall over the stove, pending the autumn move, entered here in advance by order of the bearer, who states that an entry in this book is not a revision in the dark but a train in the timetable. Condition of the whole account: closed. Surplus: distributed. Interest charged: none, ever. The bag returns to service in the autumn. The keeper concurs. — S.T.

He went up the valley on the 16:42 at the end of June, with the drawing in the inside pocket of his jacket — not folded; flat, against a piece of card from the bakery's cake-box stock, which Yui had provided with the air of a woman contributing infrastructure — and the gloves in the suitcase, and the thermos in the suitcase, and the paper bag folded into quarters on top of them all, where his mother, in his mind's eye, with perfect clarity and in brown ink, approved of the packing entirely.

At the door of the train he turned, because arrivals-turned-departures did, at this station, as reliably as the seasons.

"I'll be down in the autumn," he said. "On a Tuesday. I'll bring the thermos. It'll have soup in it. For the shelf—" he nodded at the bench, at the office, at the whole establishment "—for whoever's pending."

"We'll enter it," said Sumi Takamine, stationmaster of Hoshizaki, from the exact spot, with the book under her arm. "In advance. Like a train in the timetable."

And Maro, eight years old, greying very slightly at the muzzle in a manner he clearly regarded as a decoration conferred by the office, crossed in the wake of the 16:42 to take up his position on the bench in the evening sun, and the summer — item by item, return by return — was under way.
Story Two: The Stamp Rally

Rina Seki counted things. That was the first thing the valley learned about her, and — because Hoshizaki was a kind place, which had learned, over thirteen volumes of a station book, that the first thing was rarely the whole thing — it was not held against her.

She counted the children in her class every morning, twice, once off the register and once off the pegs, because a register could be wrong in a way a row of small shoes could not. She counted the persimmon trees on the community slope in rows, and the green fruit on the counted branches, and entered both numbers in the orchard diary in a hand so tidy that Isamu Hoshino, who had kept orchard diaries of his own for forty years in a hand like a ploughed field, had looked at her first page for a long time and then said, with enormous respect, "Well. The trees will know where they stand with you."

She counted the chairs when she set out a classroom. She counted the cups when she washed up after a meeting. She counted, on the train home, the houses in the valley with their washing still out after six, which was not a judgement, she would have said, and was not entirely not a judgement either.

And on the last Friday of June, in the staffroom, with the summer timetable chalked on the green board at the station already a month old and the persimmons on the south slope hanging green and hard and promising, Rina Seki, twenty-eight, in her second year at the school, stood up in front of the community meeting with a folder, a sample card, and a number in her head, and proposed the valley's first stamp rally.

"We have the slope in common now," she said. "That's what last year was for. But in common can go quiet, if nobody comes. People say they love the orchard. I would like us to be able to show it."

On the table she laid the sample card, which she had drawn herself, at her kitchen table, over four evenings, with a ruler. It was a good card. Even Fumiko Sato, who presided over the meeting from the end of the table with her plum-blossom cane across her knees and who did not distribute approval the way other people distributed leaflets, allowed that it was a good card. Across the top, in Rina's best lettering: The South Slope Stamp Rally — Summer. Down the left side, the rules, in small, kind print. Down the right side, and filling most of the card, six empty squares, each with a caption underneath, in the order a walker would meet them.

One. The Station. Two. The Bakery. Three. The Greengrocery. Four. The Red Footbridge. Five. The Orchard Gate. Six. The Top of the Slope.

"Six stamps," Rina said. "A different one at each place. A persimmon at the station, a loaf at the bakery — the shapes are simple, the children can press





















































































































OEBPS/nav.xhtml
Contents

		The Cat at Platform Zero Vol.3

		Story One: The Ward Manager's Bag

		Story Two: The Stamp Rally

		Story Three: The Last Seat in the Shade

		Story Four: What the River Keeps

		Story Five: The Apprentice's Summer

		Story Six: The Typhoon

		Story Seven: Fireflies

		Story Eight: The Last Train of Summer

		Author's Note





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
GIZUMO G

—— =






