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The Cat at Platform Zero Vol.2

More Healing Stories from Hoshizaki Station

Takikawa TOKOTOKO Kids LLC — Fiction

* * *

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 umbrella you once meant to return, or a real train you were glad, afterwards, to have caught, is entirely the point.

This is the second volume of the Hoshizaki Station Stories. It can be read on its own. If you read the first volume, you will find the station a year older, the cat a year rounder, and the people who were healed there last year now standing — a little steadier — on the other side of the bench, holding the tea.

* * *
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* * *

A note before the first train, again

A year has passed at Hoshizaki Station, in the way years pass at small stations: the timetable did not change, and everything else did.

The persimmons ripened and were picked. The snow came and the vending machine ran out of corn soup, as it always does, as it always will. The piano in the waiting room was tuned once a month by a man who arrives on the 09:42. A girl learned to count trains. Two sisters did not forgive each other, and went to the sea anyway. And on an ordinary morning in spring, a new stationmaster arrived on the first train with one suitcase and a notebook of her own, and the old stationmaster — who had spent twelve years writing down everything the station had lost — began, at last, to write down what it had found.

The cat, for his part, did nothing at all. He is seven now. Seniority has changed him not one whisker.

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 some of them, this year, did the sitting-with. That is new, and it matters just as much.
Story One: The Umbrella She Came Back to Return

The umbrella had lived for twelve years in the corner of a one-room apartment in the city, behind the door, where umbrellas go to be forgotten with dignity.

It was a good umbrella. That was the whole of the problem. A cheap umbrella Sanae Kuroki could have thrown away a decade ago without a thought — the kind with one rib already surrendering, bought at a convenience store in a downpour and mourned by nobody. But this one was dark green, long-handled, with a wooden grip worn smooth as a tool handle, and it had never once turned inside out, not in twelve years of city wind funnelling between the towers, not in typhoon season, not ever. It opened with a sound like a held breath let go. It had been made, in the unhurried way of things made before Sanae was born, to outlast its borrower.

She had borrowed it on the last morning of October, twelve years ago, from the station at Hoshizaki.

She remembered the rain first, before she remembered anything else about that day, which her counsellor — she had had a counsellor, briefly, in the third year, the way tired people have gym memberships — had said was perfectly normal and not a diagnosis. The rain had come sideways off the valley. She had stood in the station doorway in her good coat — the coat bought for interviews, for the new job, for the life that was going to be brisk and urban and entirely under control — holding a suitcase in one hand and a paper bag of her mother's pickles in the other, and she had watched the rain do its thorough, professional work on the station square, and she had thought: I am not even out of the valley and I am already going to arrive soaked.

"Take this one."

The man had not made a ceremony of it. She could not now have sworn to his face — she had been thirty-three and leaving, which is a kind of weather of its own — but she remembered the umbrella coming across the counter of the little station office, handle first, the way you hand someone a thing that matters: not the canopy, not the ferrule. The handle. Take this one. The others leak. And she — flustered, late, the 09:42 already breathing at the platform — had said the thing everyone says, the thing that costs nothing and is therefore spent so freely:

"I'll bring it back."

"They all say that," the man had said, not unkindly, and written something in a paper notebook. "Bring it back when you come. The station's not going anywhere."

She had not come back. That was the shape of the twelve years, stated plainly. She had not come back for New Year, most years, because the shifts fell wrong, and then because the shifts falling wrong had become a useful architecture to stand behind. She had not come back when her mother moved into the care home over the hill — she had visited the care home, she wants that on the record, she visited, she was a good visitor, flowers and forms and the correct questions to the correct nurses — but the care home was reached by bus from the other line, the big line, the line with a roofed concourse and no cat, and so she had managed, for twelve years, to visit her mother, attend her father's grave twice, and send money for the festival, without once standing in the square at Hoshizaki Station.

And all the while the umbrella stood behind her door, being good.

It is a strange arithmetic, debt. Money owed announces itself. It has statements. It can be settled by transfer at midnight from a phone, in the rain, without looking anyone in the eye. But an umbrella is owed in person. It has a handle worn by somebody else's hand. It cannot be posted — well, it can, anything can be posted, Sanae had stood in a post office in the ninth year with it wrapped in brown paper and got as far as the counter and heard herself say "Actually, sorry, I need a different form," and walked out with it under her arm into a fine bright day, feeling precisely as ridiculous as she deserved to feel. You cannot post an umbrella back to a man who handed it to you handle-first and wrote your borrowing down in a paper notebook. You have to carry it back on a train. You have to stand in the square. You have to say the sentence out loud, twelve years late, in whatever weather the valley has prepared for you, and the sentence is only four words long and it had taken her twelve years to be able to afford it.

She was forty-five years old. She was a nurse, a senior one now, the one the new girls were sent to when a family needed telling something true in a small room. She could tell a stranger at 3 a.m. that the night was going to be long and that they should phone the brother in Osaka now, not in the morning. She could hold a ward together through a blackout and a burst pipe in the same hour. And she had come, in the end, to take three days of leave — the first leave in four years that was not a funeral or a fever — for the stated purpose, entered honestly in the leave book and read aloud by her bemused manager, of "returning an umbrella."

"Is it," her manager said, "a very special umbrella?"

"It's a station umbrella," Sanae said. "It's not even mine. That's the point."

* * *

The train down the valley was a two-car diesel, and it came once an hour, and she had forgotten — no. She had not forgotten. Forgetting is passive and Sanae had been active about the whole thing for years. She had filed away, with intent, the way the Hoshizaki Line asks something of you that the big lines do not: it asks you to plan your life in units of one hour, and to sit, in the units between, and watch persimmon hills go past a window that opens.

She took the 09:42 from the junction. She chose it without knowing why, and then knew why, and sat with the knowing all the way down the valley: it was the train she had left on. Twelve years ago she had boarded the 09:42 with a wet hem and a borrowed umbrella and a paper bag of pickles, and the valley had closed behind her like water, and if the thing was to be undone it should be undone on the same train, at the same hour, with the same rain — for it was raining, of course it was raining, October keeping its side of the bargain so exactly that she laughed out loud in her seat, alone in the second car, and the laugh startled her because it was not a bitter one.

She held the umbrella across her knees the whole way. Green. Wooden grip. She had cleaned it, in the apartment, the night before — stood it in the bath and sponged the canopy and been quietly furious at herself for the tenderness of the operation, as if she were preparing a body. Twelve years it had kept her dry. The others leak, the man had said, and given her the one that didn't, to a stranger, to a girl who was visibly leaving and visibly not the returning kind, on the strength of a sentence that cost nothing. She turned the grip in her hands. On the inside of the canopy, near the edge, in handwriting gone brown with age, someone had once written initials in marker: D.M. She had noticed them in the fourth year. She had never let herself think about whose they were. She thought about it now, all the way down the valley, with the rain stippling the window and the river running high and brown beside the line, and by the time the conductor came through she had decided that she was not going to think about it, she was simply going to hand the umbrella back, handle first, say the sentence, and be on the 11:42 home with the whole foolish errand behind her like a paid bill.

The conductor was a young man with an earnest face and a cap set very straight, and he checked her ticket twice — not carelessly, she realised, but the second time with a small private ceremony, aligning it, stamping it dead centre, handing it back with both hands, as if tickets, on this line, were documents. "Hoshizaki's the terminus," he said. "Mind the step down, it's wet today. There's barley tea in the waiting room if you're meeting anyone."

"I'm not meeting anyone," Sanae said. "I'm returning something."

"Ah," said the conductor, with the air of a man for whom this was a normal category of journey, possibly a printed one. "Then you'll want Mr. Mori. Office window, left side. He keeps the book."

He keeps the book. She sat back as the train began its long slowing. Somewhere up the valley a girl she had been was still standing in a doorway watching rain. She put her hand flat on the umbrella's grip to steady them both.

* * *

Hoshizaki Station had one platform, a wooden building older than the century's patience, and a timetable board painted green, and Sanae stood on the platform in the rain with her suitcase at her feet and felt the twelve years go out of her all at once, like heat off a road.

It had not changed. That was the cruelty and the mercy of it, arriving in the same instant and impossible to separate: the bench under the camphor tree, dark with wet; the vending machine humming by the wall; the waiting room windows lit and steamed, with a shape behind them that might have been a piano. Across the road the bakery — Sora, the sign said, newer paint than she remembered — had its awning out against the rain and a queue of two old women under it, unbothered, professionally rained-on, citizens of a valley that had weather and intended to continue. And across the tracks, on the far side, a second platform she had never once used and barely ever looked at: low, cracked, grass standing up through it in wet tufts, empty — except that it was not empty.

On Platform Zero, in the rain, on the driest square of concrete under the overhang of a ruinous little freight shed, there sat a cat.

White, mostly. One black patch over its left eye like a raised eyebrow. A green collar with a bell. It sat the way cats sit in rain when they have chosen the spot and decline to renegotiate: front paws together, tail wrapped, expression composed of one part judgement and nine parts complete indifference to the weather's opinion. It looked at Sanae across the tracks with the level gaze of a creature that had watched ten thousand people arrive carrying things and had formed, on the whole, a policy.

"That's Maro," said the conductor, who had come down the platform with her case in his hand before she noticed him taking it. "Station cat. Seven years he's been here. He'll be on the bench when it clears. He does the inspecting from over there when it's raining."

"He's on the wrong platform."

"He's on his platform," the conductor said, with immense fondness and no explanation, and set her case down by the office window, left side, exactly as promised. "Mr. Mori — visitor. Returning something."

The window slid open. And there, twelve years on, behind a counter worn to a shine by sleeves and ticket stubs, was a man in his late fifties with a kind, tired, entirely unchanged face — grey gone further, that was all, grey and a little stoop when he reached for the kettle that was always, apparently, just boiled — and Sanae knew at once that she had remembered his face wrong on purpose, that she had spent twelve years remembering a uniform and a voice instead, because a face would have been a person, and a person can be owed.

"Welcome back," said Daichi Mori, as if she had been gone for the weekend. "You'll want tea before anything. Rain like that's a journey in itself."

She had rehearsed the sentence on the train. She had rehearsed it, in truth, in post office queues and hospital corridors for years. It was a good sentence. It was accurate, it was complete, it took responsibility in the right places and made no excuses in the others, and standing at the window with the rain now deciding to come through the edge of the awning and spot her good coat — the new good coat, bought for a ward ceremony, for a life still brisk and urban and only partly under control — every word of it left her like passengers from a cancelled train.

What she said was: "I kept your umbrella."

Mori looked at her properly then. Not at the visitor, not at the wet coat — at her, the way he must have looked at every face that ever stood at that window with something heavier than a ticket in their hands, and something in his expression moved, not surprise, something better than surprise: recognition arriving at its own pace, like the local train.

"Kuroki-san," he said. "Sanae Kuroki. October." He turned — unhurried, in no doubt at all — and took down from a shelf a paper notebook, cloth-bound, swollen with years, and opened it near the back of a much earlier self. His finger went down a page of handwriting. "The green one," he read aloud. "Wooden handle. Lent 31 October, rain. To Kuroki S., departing, 09:42." He looked up. "You said you'd bring it back."

"I'm aware of what I said," Sanae said, and heard her voice go rough on it, the nurse's voice that never went rough at 3 a.m. in the small rooms. "I've been aware of it continuously for twelve years. It has been — you have no idea what it's been. It's been behind my door. I cleaned it last night in the bath, like an idiot. I nearly posted it once. Posted it. I stood in the post office with it wrapped up—" She stopped. She drew breath. From the counter's far end, the kettle clicked off. Across the tracks the cat watched with its eyebrow raised. "Mr. Mori. I'm sorry it took twelve years. Here's your umbrella."

She held it out across the counter. Handle first. The way you hand someone a thing that matters.

He took it. He did not weigh it, or open it, or inspect it for damage like a man collecting on a debt. He took it by the grip — her grip's place, the wood warm from her hand — and stood it in the tall earthenware jar by the office door, among four or five others, where it settled with a small wooden clack among its fellows and was instantly, almost offensively, at home.

"Twelve years," he said, considering the jar. "That's not the record."

Sanae stared at him.

"The record's twenty-seven. A schoolboy borrowed the big black one for his entrance exams and returned it when his own son sat them, and apologised for most of the platform." He slid the notebook toward her across the counter, open at the page, and she saw — her breath going strange — that her line was only one line among hundreds. Names, dates, weather. Umbrellas, gloves, a thermos, a child's red mitten, a paper bag (pickles, it said, in his writing, and in brackets: returned empty, with thanks, same week). Twelve years of her private, accumulating shame, and here it was filed between a mitten and a thermos, taking up one line, in ink, in a book of things the whole valley had borrowed and mostly, eventually, in its own time, brought back. "They come back when they come back," Mori said. "That's the whole system. There's no other system. Tea?"

"You wrote down my mother's pickles."

"She brought them to the office herself, after. Said you'd left in a rush and a girl shouldn't arrive anywhere without pickles." He was pouring, unhurried, barley tea into a cup that had no saucer and clearly never had. "She said you'd be back when you were ready, and she made me promise not to — ah. Well." He set the cup in front of her. "Drink that. Then we'll do the paperwork."

"Paperwork."

"The book," Mori said, with the gravity of a man discussing a land registry, "must be balanced."

* * *

The paperwork took eleven minutes, and Sanae would remember those eleven minutes on night shifts for the rest of her working life, the way you remember the exact weight of a thing finally set down.

Mori wrote the return in the notebook, in the same hand, in ink: 31 October, rain. Returned by Kuroki S. in person. Condition: excellent. Tea: taken. He blotted it. He turned the book so she could read it, the way you show someone a photograph — and Sanae, who initialled charts and countersigned controlled-drug registers every working day, understood that she was being given the one thing the twelve years had actually been about. Not the umbrella. The record. Somewhere, in a book that mattered to somebody, her debt had been carried accurately and without rancour, at its true size — one line — and now it was being closed accurately, at its true size, in front of her, by the man she owed. Debt that is written down kindly cannot grow in the dark. That was the whole of the station's system, and it was a better system than any she had met in the city, where her debts — the unreturned calls, the unread letters from the care home's friends-of group, the birthdays allowed to slide — were carried nowhere at all and therefore everywhere, at all hours, at interest.

"The initials," she said at last, because the tea was drunk and the 11:42 was findable on the green board and her rehearsed life was waiting to resume. "On the inside. D.M."

"My wife's," Mori said. "Aya. It was her umbrella — she marked all her things, she was a teacher, it was a professional deformation." He said it easily, the way people speak in this valley, Sanae was learning, of the dead who are properly installed in the present tense: not a wound probed, not a door shut — furniture of the heart, used daily. "She bought it the year the station piano came. Said a station should have one umbrella that didn't disgrace it. She'd have been pleased with the condition, Kuroki-san. You've looked after it."

"I used it," Sanae said. "For twelve years. In typhoons. It never once—" Her voice did its thing again. She set the cup down with great precision. "She'd have got it back sooner from most people."

"She'd have got it back when she got it back," said Mori, "and she'd have said what I said. You've come a long way on a wet morning to return a station umbrella. That goes in the book too, as far as I'm concerned. It just doesn't have a column."

The rain, which had conducted the entire interview like a section leader, chose that moment to thin — valley rain, theatrical to the last — and through the waiting room window the light changed, and Sanae saw the platform take the sun the way the platform must have taken it ten thousand times: the wet concrete going bright in patches, the camphor tree shaking itself, steam beginning, faintly, off the bench. And across the tracks, on Platform Zero, the cat stood up, stretched in the long unhurried sequence of his kind — front, back, one hind leg extended like a dancer at a barre — and crossed the tracks at a stroll, unconcerned by rails, and came up onto the platform and along it, bell chiming softly, and installed himself on the dry end of the bench, where he sat and regarded Sanae with the eyebrow raised, at close range, in full.

"He remembers you," Mori said from the window.

"He can't possibly."

"No," Mori agreed. "He arrived six years after you left. But he's heard the umbrella's name in the book, I expect. He's present for all readings of the book. Supervisory role." He slid the window wider and raised his voice, mildly, down the platform: "Maro. The green one's home. Stand down."

The cat closed his eyes, once, slowly, in the manner of royalty acknowledging a dispatch from a distant province, and Sanae — forty-five years old, senior nurse, holder-together of wards through blackouts and burst pipes, three days' leave in the book for the stated purpose of returning an umbrella — put her wet-gloved hand down on the bench beside the cat, not touching him, the correct distance, the nurse's distance, and felt her shoulders come down out of her ears for what she understood, with her whole professional soul, was the first time in twelve years.

She did not catch the 11:42.

She told herself it was the notebook's fault, and then, because the station had plainly rebuilt her in its own image in under two hours, she told herself the truth: she had missed it on purpose, the first honest scheduling decision of her leave. She walked across the square in the rinsed, shining afternoon to the care home bus — no. She walked first to Sora Bakery, because the conductor had been right about everything so far and the smell coming across the square was the argument that settled it, and she bought two of the ordinary rolls and one of the day's ordinary loaves from a woman of about her own age with flour to the elbows, who asked no questions and charged her the local price, which Sanae suspected, correctly, did not exist as a category but was bestowed. She visited her mother in the care home over the hill and stayed past the hour, and her mother — who knew nothing of umbrellas — said, "You look like you've put something down," and Sanae said, "I have. It was green," and her mother, satisfied in the way of mothers given a true answer in any code, patted her hand and asked for the other pickle story.

Before the care home, because the bus was hourly too and the valley had plainly decided that her whole life was now to be conducted in units of one hour, she did a thing she had not planned and would not have admitted to planning. She crossed the tracks by the little level crossing at the end of the platform, picking her way in her good shoes, and she went and sat down on Platform Zero.

It was lower than the real platform, and older, and honest about both. The concrete was cracked in long patient lines and grass had taken the cracks the way water takes a shore. There was no bench. There was a bollard of weathered wood, freight-era, and the ruinous little shed, and a view — she had not expected a view, and it stopped her — a view straight down the valley the way the trains see it, the river doubling the sky, the hills going persimmon-orange and gold in the washed light, the whole town arranged below its own weather like a held breath let out at last. Twelve years she had been leaving this place. She had never once, in all the leaving, sat down in it.

The cat arrived about four minutes after she did, with the unhurried entitlement of a landlord inspecting a tenancy. He crossed the tracks — again that stroll, that total editorial disregard for rails — climbed up onto Platform Zero, walked the length of it as far as the bollard, turned, walked back, and selected, from the entire empty freight platform of Hoshizaki Station, the patch of sun-warmed concrete exactly beside Sanae. There he sat. Not against her. Beside her, at the nurse's distance, which she now understood had perhaps always been the cat's distance too, perfected long before she had learned it at bedsides: close enough to be company, far enough to be no kind of demand.

"You're supposed to make me hear a train," Sanae told him.

The cat regarded the valley.

"The one I needed," she said. "Not the one I missed. That's the local product, I gather. The famous one." She shifted her bag off her shoulder and set it down, and felt the whole foolish, necessary day sitting in her shoulders and her back like a carried thing being carried still, out of habit, after its time. "I've missed a great many trains, Maro. Metaphorically. I've made a career of it. I've missed trains that were standing at the platform with the doors open making that noise. So if there's a service—"

The 13:42 came through while she was still explaining herself, which the valley clearly considered a sufficient answer. It did not stop — freight platform, thirty years disused; trains do not stop at Platform Zero, they only pass it, close and loud and smelling of warm iron and diesel — and as it passed, the cat's bell chimed once against his collar with the vibration, and Sanae sat in the wind of it with her skirt pressed to her knees and her eyes, to her fury, full of tears, and heard — not a message, not a voice, nothing so organised — simply the sound she had been hearing through thin apartment walls and hospital windows for twelve years without once attending to it: a train, going somewhere, on time, whether she was on it or not. The world had not been waiting for her to be ready. That was the whole revelation, when it came, and it came without cruelty, the way the rain had come: the station had kept her line in the book at its true size for twelve years because the station could afford to. She had been the only party to the debt who had been charging interest.

"I know," she said to the cat. "You did nothing. It's noted in the record. Supervisory role."

Maro closed his eyes.

She was still there, twenty minutes later, doing absolutely nothing in the sun like a professional, when the greengrocer found her.

Fumiko Sato came down the far end of Platform Zero at the pace of a woman whose cane — plum-blossom, Sanae noted, the flower carved up the shaft — was an accessory, not an apology; seventy-nine years old and dressed for weather that had already finished; carrying, in her free hand, a paper bag folded over at the top with the precision of a shopkeeper of sixty years' standing. She looked at Sanae on the freight platform the way she might have looked at weather she had predicted.

"Kuroki's girl," she said. "The nurse. Your mother said at the home you'd been to the station. She didn't say you'd gone native."

"Mrs. Sato—" Sanae was on her feet, bag in hand, caught, absurdly, like a schoolgirl. "I was just— the bus isn't for— I returned an umbrella. That was all. That was the errand."

"An umbrella," said Fumiko, with deep and ancient satisfaction. "Green one. Wooden handle. Aya's." She advanced along the platform and stopped a connoisseur's distance from the cat, who opened one eye, assessed her, and conceded the sunlit patch by exactly one cat-width, a diplomatic instrument Sanae felt privileged to witness. "I wondered when that one was coming home. Twelve years. Daichi never worried. They come back when they come back. Me, I'd have sent a postcard in year three."

"I nearly posted it," Sanae said, before she could stop herself, "in year nine," and Fumiko laughed — a short, rich, entirely ungrandmotherly laugh — and lowered herself, with the cane's assistance and no one else's, onto the bollard, and opened the bag on her knee.

"Persimmons," she said. "From Isamu's hill — first of the year, he's selling this season up at the station, they've put a crate by the window. Eat one. Hospital face doesn't suit this platform."

The persimmon was the colour of the light itself and sweet past description, and Sanae ate it standing on a disused freight platform with the juice on her chin like a child, while a seventy-nine-year-old greengrocer's widow and a seven-year-old cat supervised, and Fumiko said — not looking at her, looking down the valley, in the tone of a woman reading out a price she had long since decided — "Your mother kept your room aired, you know. All the years. Curtains washed twice a year. I told her she was daft — a room's a room, a girl in the city's got a landlord for that. She said a person should be able to tell, from wherever they are, whether there's a room being kept. As information." She folded the empty bag into quarters. "You can tell her, when you go up, that the information reached its destination. She'll know what it means. Mothers file that kind of thing better than any of us."

"Mrs. Sato—"

"Fumiko will do. You're forty-five and you returned an umbrella across a prefecture in the rain; you've no further use for formality." Fumiko stood, with the cane, in one movement that declined all commentary, and pointed the cane, briefly, at the notebook-shaped bag on Sanae's shoulder — no, at Sanae herself, at the whole of her. "And don't go making a twelve-year habit of the next thing you owe, whatever it is. The book down there" — the cane indicated the office, the jar, the counter worn to a shine — "is kind because the man keeping it is kind, not because delay is a system. Come back sooner. The trains are hourly. It's not a pilgrimage, girl, it's a timetable."

She went back down the platform the way she had come, unhurried, the cane ticking on the concrete, and at the crossing she stopped — not turning round — and said, to the valley at large, "He'll be on the bench when it clears. The cat. In case you were wondering where to find anybody, next time."

Sanae caught the bus up the hill with persimmon on her chin and a timetable, folded, in her coat pocket, where it would stay — through the visit, through the journey home, through the winter — being, at its true size, exactly one line of information: hourly, from 05:42, the station's not going anywhere.

She caught the 16:42 back to the junction, changed for the city, and was at work on the Monday as brisk and urban as ever, with one difference that her manager remarked on by November and could not name: the corner behind her door was empty, and she had begun, on her days off, to keep a small cloth-bound notebook in her bag, in which — in a hand she was teaching herself to make as kind as Mori's — she wrote down the names of the people she owed small things to. Calls. Thanks. A recipe promised. A visit. One line each. No interest. No dark.

The first entry said: The station. Tea. Owing: one visit, not at a funeral. To be returned when I come.

Underneath, after a moment, she added: The station's not going anywhere.

* * *

She came back in the spring, as the notebook had promised, and this time the valley was ready for her in the way it was ready for the season: without ceremony, and completely.

The visit had been entered in two books — hers, in the cloth-bound notebook she now kept with a nurse's discipline and a stationmaster's kindness, and Mori's, in the column Mori kept for promises made at his window, which he called, when asked, the forward timetable. Sanae had written in February, a letter, on paper, because the station had taught her that some communications deserve freight: she would take four days at the end of April. She would stay at the inn. She would visit her mother daily, and the grave, and she would — the letter's last line, underlined once — walk up the hill to Isamu's trees, if the blossom holds, because I have never once seen the hill in blossom and I find, at forty-five, that this is a form of debt too.

Entered, Mori had replied, by postcard, in the kind hand. Blossom: expected. Umbrella: not required. The station's not going anywhere. Tea.

She arrived on the 09:42 — the train of her leaving, long since reclassified in both notebooks as the train of her arrivals — and the platform performed its office without a flicker of surprise: the bench, the board, the cat, who inspected her weekend bag from the sun patch and filed it, apparently, under returns, familiar, and Mori at the window with the kettle, saying "Welcome back" in exactly the tone he had used in October, as if the six months between had been a unit of one hour, station time, in which she had simply been to the city and back on an errand.

"Your room's aired," Fumiko announced, arriving at the platform with the Sato crate and no preamble whatsoever, as the ministry arrived everywhere, as weather arrives. "Not yours — your mother's, at the home; they've put the spring curtains up, she supervised from the chair and the staff are still recovering. And Isamu's keeping the blossom report. He telephones the station at seven each morning. Blossom: forty per cent. Blossom: sixty. The man's a timetable with a ladder. You're expected on the hill tomorrow, ten o'clock, with boots. The station will lend you boots. Do not argue with the station about boots."

"I brought boots," Sanae said — she had; there had been a shopping trip, conducted with the seriousness of a woman equipping an expedition to a place twelve years deep — "and I brought—" and she stopped, because the second thing she had brought was in the bag, at the top, laid in a pattern, and it was not a thing she had planned to produce at a window, in public, in front of a ministry.

"Out with it," said Fumiko. "This platform has seen umbrellas come home after twelve years. Nothing you have in that bag can outdo the umbrella, girl. Produce."

She produced, from the top of the bag, a nurse's umbrella. Not a good one — a city one, compact, black, with one rib already surrendering in the manner of its kind, bought at a convenience store in a downpour outside her hospital in November and carried since, daily, through the winter. She laid it on the counter between the kettle and the book, and Mori looked at it, and looked at her, and his face did the thing it did when the book and the valley agreed about an entry.

"For the stand," Sanae said. "It's not a good umbrella. It's — the others leak, you told me, twelve years ago. You gave me the one that didn't, because I was leaving and wet and a stranger. I've been rained on through four winters of night shifts since I understood what that cost — no, not cost. What it was. A station keeps one umbrella that doesn't disgrace it, and it gave it away, on a sentence, to a girl who didn't come back for twelve years. So the stand is short of a city umbrella for the night nurses of the world, and I—" she drew the breath of a woman finally paying in the correct currency — "I can't replace Aya's. Nobody replaces Aya's, and it's home anyway, it's in the jar, I checked in October and I'll check again before I leave, every time, that's a ritual now, Mori, you've given me a ritual. But the stand can have mine. For the next one. The one who arrives wet and leaving. Enter it properly. Lent by the station's debtor. Condition: ordinary. It leaks a bit at the third rib. They all say they'll bring them back."

"They do," said Mori, and took the umbrella, and stood it in the tall jar among its fellows, where it settled with a small plastic clack, entirely outclassed and completely at home, and wrote the entry in the book, in ink, in the kind hand, while the ministry witnessed and the cat supervised and the nurse who held wards together through blackouts and burst pipes stood at a station window in the spring and was, for once in a decade, the person being kept — in a book, in a valley, in a forward timetable — at her true size.

"Entered," Mori said. "One umbrella, city, ordinary, third rib. Received from Kuroki S., formerly of this parish, presently of the forward timetable. Purpose: the next one. Tea, Sanae. Then the hill. The blossom's at eighty per cent and Isamu is not a man to be kept waiting by weather, women or trains."

The hill in blossom was the last item of the spring visit, and it nearly didn't happen, because the blossom — like the trains, like the valley, like everything Sanae had owed and kept and finally returned to — operated on its own timetable, and the morning of the walk dawned grey, with a wind worrying the petals loose a week early up on the exposed rows.

Isamu, telephoning the station at seven with the blossom report (eighty per cent, holding, come before noon, the wind has opinions), had the air of a man reading a weather forecast for a train he intended, personally, to hold. Sanae went up in the station's lent boots and her own boots — the lent pair in a bag, by the ministry's ruling, because a person does not refuse a station's boots outright; she carries them as a courtesy, the way you carry a letter you have already answered, to show the system respect — and Haru, home for the weekend from the middle of his first term and bursting, visibly, with a railwayman's new knowledge, carried the crate.

"Not an empty crate," Haru said, on the path, when Sanae asked. "A prospective crate. Blossom viewing has a picnic in it by valley law. Gran packed the picnic. The crate carries it up empty of persimmons and full of intent, and it carries the blossom report back down, which is freight of the first class. Mori's entered it. Crate: out, blossom. Return: blossom, reported."

The hill in blossom was not like the postcards. Sanae had prepared herself, in the city, for beauty, in the way you prepare for a view: as a thing to be looked at, from outside, and then left. What the hill presented, row on row, in the grey spring light with the wind moving through it in visible waves — the whole slope breathing white, the valley below laid out like the bottom of a held breath, the river, the red bridge, the station with its green board readable even from the top, a punctuation mark in the town's long sentence — what the hill presented was not a view. It was a workplace, in its one week
























OEBPS/nav.xhtml
Contents

		The Cat at Platform Zero Vol.2

		Story One: The Umbrella She Came Back to Return

		Story Two: The Last Delivery

		Story Three: The Girl Who Counted Trains

		Story Four: The Announcement

		Story Five: Two Tickets to the Sea

		Story Six: The Night Shift

		Story Seven: The Persimmon Trees

		Story Eight: The Stationmaster's Last First Train

		Author's Note





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
THE CAT AT’
PLATFORM ZERO
; -VOL. 2

More Healing Stories from Hoshizaki Station
HOSHIZAKFSTATION STORIES ¢ VOL. 2






