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    Chapter 1

    Yutetsu's Dream

    It was a memory from long, long ago—from a time when I was just a little girl.

The north wind, sharp enough to slice at their cheeks, whipped up the powdery snow, and a fierce blizzard completely blotted out the view. In the memory, the two little girls wore matching bright red coats and red boots, their gloved hands—each adorned with the same appliqué—clasped tightly together. They stomped their feet in a quick rhythm on the thin layer of snow accumulating on the platform, their breath turning white in the air.

Platform 3 of Nopporo Station. Just as a fine, white decoration began to sparkle on their eyelashes, a single-car diesel railcar pulled into the station. It had a cream-colored body with red lines, and its sides were lined with windows like a bus. It was completely different from any passenger car Tsukie had ever ridden, and her eyes lit up.

"Wow! What a cute train, Akina-chan!"

Akina, her eyebrows now white with snow, nodded happily, her cheeks flushed red.

"It gets even more fun once it starts moving."

The two of them briskly brushed the snow from each other's coats and climbed aboard the car as if in a dance.

They sat down primly in the middle of a long bench seat that ran along the side of the car. The car was sparsely filled with passengers. An old peddler woman with a large bundle on her back set down her load and made herself small in a seat near the entrance. An old man wearing thick, spiral-lensed glasses stood with his arms crossed further back, still as a statue. A woman blowing her nose with a tissue, a young lady with a scarf wrapped all the way up to her eyes—none of them paid any mind to the little girls.

The train departed the station, and as it rounded the first curve, it began to pick up speed. The car started to sway from side to side. It rocked like a pendulum, so much so that it felt like they would tumble right off the seat if they didn't hold on tight.

Before long, the hanging straps began to dance in unison from right to left, matching the swaying of the car. A perfectly synchronized line dance. With each swing, the straps widened their arc, planting a kiss on the metal pipe of the luggage rack that jutted out near the ceiling. It made a sound like this:

*Chak.*

With a delay of mere hundredths of a second, the straps kissed the luggage rack, one after another, from the front of the car to the back.

*Chak, chak, chak, chak...*

The rhythm carved out by the straps and the rack—swaying and returning, returning and swaying—continued with a delightful beat. The little girls swayed their bodies left and right in time with the sound, intoxicated by the rhythm. The exquisite harmony of the wheels on the rails and the clacking of the straps. Occasionally, the train would slow for a curve. As the car tilted, the straps would go limp in an irregular motion, swimming in midair as if momentarily bewildered.

A sudden, discordant note. The break in the sound and the movement of the straps was so funny that the girls looked at each other and laughed.

The rhythm of the train on the tracks. The rhythm of the dancing straps. The Yubari Railway, pushing on through the midwinter wilderness, was like a secret concert hall.

The Yubari Coalfield once flourished beyond compare. The Yubari Railway was built and maintained for the coal mines, single-handedly responsible for transporting the excavated coal. Though it was eventually decommissioned as the mines closed one after another, it was, without a doubt, a railway that carried the dreams and futures of countless people—



    Chapter 2

    Obituary

    The insistent ringing of the telephone pulled Tsukie from a dream wrapped in a pleasant rhythm.

She'd had the same dream again. Ever since she was a child, Tsukie had dreamt the same dream.

*Where was that train going, anyway?*

It was always the same: a train journey that never reached its final destination. Two little girls. A dream as vivid as a scene from a movie she'd seen somewhere, the white of the snow and the red of the girls' clothes standing out in sharp contrast.

The dream itself was always delightful, filled with a thrilling sense of excitement, yet upon waking, she was always left with a strange sense of melancholy. She felt a complicated mix of wanting to discover where that train was headed, and feeling as though she must never find out.

Still half-asleep, Tsukie sat up with a start and hugged her shoulders, a shiver running through her from the cold air in the room. Her eyes instinctively darted to the alarm clock on her bedside table. Three in the morning. March in Hokkaido was still bitterly cold. She'd set the timer on the space heater for five-thirty.

*For the phone to be ringing at this hour...*

It was one thing when she was single, but for an ordinary working person in an ordinary household, a phone call at such an ungodly hour—if not a prank or a wrong number—could only be news of a death.

She picked up the receiver with a dreadful sense of foreboding. The moment she answered, her mother's panicked voice pierced her ear. It was news that her father had collapsed from a heart attack.

Her mother repeated like a mantra that she couldn't get through to her sister, Hinako, in Tokyo, and what was she to do. Tsukie calmed her down, told her to call their uncle who lived in Sapporo first, and hung up. She wanted to rush over immediately, but it was a four-hour drive from her house to her parents' home.

Was she trembling from the cold in the room, or from the sudden news? At some point, her husband, Tetsuro, had appeared by her side.

"What is it?"

"My dad collapsed. Mom was in a panic, said it doesn't look good."

"Are you okay?"

"Yeah. I think so. I have to call Hinako."

She found Hinako's number, misdialed and hung up twice, and finally managed to press all the digits on the third try.

When she relayed the news just as her mother had told her, her sister on the other end of the line let out a sob and burst into tears. It took half an hour to calm her down over the phone.

Her sister, Hinako, was very easy to read. She was a whirlwind of emotions, but perhaps because of that, she processed things quickly. In situations like this, she was surprisingly reliable. Tsukie told Hinako to get on the first flight back tomorrow and hung up.

*The last time I had that dream, did I go to someone's funeral then, too?*

As she placed the receiver back in its cradle, the thought suddenly crossed her mind and she tilted her head. She tried to recall for a moment, but now was not the time.

First things first, she turned on the space heater and began to prepare to go to her parents' house.



    Chapter 3

    Choosing the Funeral Portrait

    Tsukie hurriedly stuffed her belongings into a Boston bag. She wouldn't be back for a few days. She pulled out her and her husband's mourning clothes and added them to her luggage as if in prayer.

As she was packing her daughter Mayu's pajamas into a bag, her eyes fell upon a brand-new red *randoseru* sitting proudly on the little girl's desk. It was the very same red *randoseru* her now-dying father had bought for her.

Mayu had been looking forward to elementary school, opening and closing it over and over. Her tomboyishness had gone a bit too far the other day, and she'd broken her wrist at kindergarten. Tsukie thought vaguely that she'd be in a cast for both her graduation and entrance ceremonies.

*—Bandages and a red* randoseru*?*

Tsukie froze, a powerful sense of déjà vu washing over her. Sometime, somewhere, there had been another girl in bandages, looking at a red *randoseru* just as eagerly, excited to start elementary school. Was it her own younger self? Or was it...?

With a fragment of memory caught in her chest, she hastily packed her things into the car. She arrived at her parents' house in Sapporo just a little after nine in the morning. The look on her mother's face as she greeted her was something Tsukie would never forget.

"How's Dad?"

Tsukie asked impatiently as she opened the passenger side door. Her mother simply gave a quiet "Yeah" and a calm smile.

In that smile, Tsukie knew her father was gone. Even seeing her smile, she didn't for a moment think he had survived. Her mother's expression was just that deep—not one of resignation or enlightenment, but the smile of a woman who had seen her lifelong partner to the very end, a smile that seemed to forgive everything.

Tsukie felt as if she'd been struck. She hadn't known that people could wear such a profound expression when sending off a loved one.

"I see," Tsukie replied curtly, then called out to her daughter, Mayu, who was fast asleep in her car seat, and got out of the car. Everything seemed too bright, and she couldn't look her mother straight in the face. She thought that smile on her mother, who was by no means a beautiful woman, was lovely. Death tests the true worth of those it confronts—both the one departing and the one left behind.

Relatives began to gather, and a low murmur filled the small house.

"He didn't have to be in such a hurry."
"That's why I told him to go easy on the drinking."
"It's a shame he never got to hold Hinako-chan's baby, isn't it?"

Each and every comment was no doubt meant to mourn her father's somewhat premature death before the age of seventy, but in the end, they all sounded like grievances against the deceased.

Glad for the excuse, Tsukie took the funeral director's request to choose a portrait for the service as an opportunity to usher her mother upstairs. Tsukie couldn't stand relatives like her aunts and uncles. Despite their relationship being so thin they only ever saw each other at weddings and funerals, they were always meddling—in her education, her job, her marriage, her children.

If she ever made the mistake of expressing an opinion that didn't align with their values, she'd be subjected to a lecture delivered with all the authority of an elder. Of course, much of it was just empty platitudes for the occasion, but it was so incredibly annoying that Tsukie always left dealing with relatives to Hinako. Hinako was a social butterfly who could skillfully play along with her aunts' and uncles' nosy small talk. That was why, at times like this, she wished Hinako would get there sooner.

It's true what they say—a name can define a person. Hinako grew into a vibrant girl brimming with life, while Tsukie grew up to be the kind of daughter who quietly shrunk in on herself, becoming smaller and smaller until she might one day just disappear.

In the closet of the six-mat room her parents used as a bedroom, old photo albums were packed in tightly. Tsukie pulled one out, its cover faded and smelling faintly of mildew, and began to turn the thick pages.

Most old albums used triangular, pocket-like stickers to hold the photos to the page, so they had to be handled with care. The adhesive on those corners, after decades, was peeling off in many places.

The high-growth period of the Showa era. A young couple built a house and planted a plum tree in the yard. Ever since, this white plum tree had watched over the family's milestones. As a child, Tsukie loved to chase the pure white petals dancing in the wind, letting the flurries shower over her. She and Hinako would gather the petals and make necklaces.

In the photo, her father stood beside the sapling, using the shovel he'd used for planting like a cane, his chest puffed out with pride in just a running shirt. Her mother, on the other side of the camera, must have been smiling happily as well. She could picture her expression perfectly.

The time captured in the sepia-toned photograph. There, etched into a scene from a day that would never return, was a small but certain happiness.

Tsukie couldn't hold back the emotion welling up inside her and gently wiped the corner of her eye with a fingertip.

"Dad's like a little kid," Tsukie said, her face a mixture of tears and laughter.

"It's written all over his face, isn't it? 'I'm the king of my castle.' You'd think he wouldn't want to be photographed in a running shirt and boots, though," her mother said lovingly. Then she added, a little troubled, "Your father was always like that at home, so the only pictures of him properly dressed in a suit are from company trips. I wonder if that's what funeral portraits are supposed to be. How bland."

"Apparently a snapshot is fine. The man from the funeral home said they can use a computer now to put him in a formal crested kimono or a suit. He even said they can add more hair."

At the mention of hair, her mother laughed softly. "Now that you mention it, he was always so worried about that, wasn't he?" she said, her gaze distant. On top of her father's dresser was a lineup of half-used hair growth tonics.

He would declare, "This one really works!" and diligently try every new product that came on the market. Watching him, Tsukie used to wonder if this, too, was a kind of masculine romanticism.

For the next hour or so, the two of them lost themselves in rambling stories as they looked at the photos. When a family member passes away, the survivors' need to talk about the deceased is likely for the sake of putting their own feelings in order.

Losing someone close to you means you have to begin the work of filling the space they occupied within you. That work might be talking with someone who shares your feelings, or it might be painting a picture or writing down memories, or perhaps it's taking up the work the deceased left unfinished. As you come to terms with it all, the seasons turn without that person, and slowly, you grow accustomed to their absence.

In the end, Tsukie took out the photo of her father from the album, the one where he had just planted the plum tree and was beaming with a look of proud accomplishment on his face. The stiff expression in his ID photo and the formal smile in the family portrait taken at a studio just didn't feel right.

That smile on her father's face at the moment he planted a commemorative tree for his long-awaited home seemed to shine, brimming with life.

"Don't you think he looks a little too young?" her mother asked, though she squinted, captivated by the photo. It was surely a picture filled with memories only the two of them understood. If so, that made it all the more fitting.

"Honestly, I think he looks most like himself in the running shirt, but for the relatives' sake, we should probably have them change it to a suit."

"I suppose you're right."

Her mother took the photo and gently drew it to her chest, as if cradling it in both hands.

Her father had been an ordinary office worker, but in his younger days, he often came home in the wee hours after entertaining clients. She remembered half-hearing him, dead drunk, come home singing happily only to be chided by her mother. At times like that, he would get the urge to dote on his daughters, shaking off their mother's attempts to stop him and coming to embrace them in their sleep, rubbing his stubbly cheek against theirs. For a child's soft skin, it was quite irritating, and when they cried "Ouch, ouch!" and tried to get away, he would breathe his alcohol-laden breath on them and say, "There, there. You love your daddy that much, do you? Let's sleep together," making a happy misunderstanding before occupying their futon and sprawling out. Once he fell asleep like that, no one could move his large frame. The girls were used to it, though, and would cleverly slip into the gaps between his unconscious arms and legs, waking up in the morning in the most ridiculous sleeping positions.

Perhaps that was his own way of having skinship with the daughters he couldn't have dinner with. Or maybe it was just the selfish whim of a drunk.

"The priest is here," came a voice as her daughter, Mayu, climbed the stairs. There were many things the bereaved family had to decide, such as funeral arrangements and a posthumous Buddhist name. Even the number of monks for the sutra chanting had to be decided in detail, and of course, the price varied with the number.

She had been surprised when the funeral director showed her a catalog of coffins, but she was even more surprised when her uncle told her that the newspaper would be calling, and to decline if they wanted to keep the obituary out of the paper. Apparently, if an obituary is published, the family is inundated with sales calls from caterers, Buddhist altar shops, and the like. What's more, some thieves even checked the dates of the wake to burgle the empty house.

But her father had held a certain social standing. Some of his old friends would only learn of his death through the obituaries. Publishing it in the paper seemed unavoidable.

Mayu reached the top of the stairs and called out again from the landing.

"Mommy, Daddy says the priest is here so you should come down!"

Her daughter Mayu, who was about to start elementary school this spring, was one of the most precocious children in her senior kindergarten class. An only child with no siblings, she apparently enjoyed playing the big sister and looking after the kids in the younger class.

"Okay! I'm coming!"

Tsukie called back to her daughter and stood up. As she did so, a single photograph slipped from an album she had picked up carelessly.

"Oh, you dropped something!"

Mayu ran over and picked up the fallen photo. She looked at it and tilted her head.

"Who's this?"

*What?* Tsukie thought, and peered at the photo Mayu was holding out.

In that instant, she could have sworn she heard the sound of a wind-up spring snapping in her mind.

The rhythm of the train sleeping at the bottom of her memory, the laughter of the little girls, the falling snow, and the dry melody of a music box. Like a shattered piece of glasswork reassembling as a film is run in reverse, the bittersweet, nostalgic fragments of memory traveled back in time and formed an image in her mind's eye.

Tsukie suddenly recalled the dream she'd had that morning. The two little girls on a single-car train, traveling through an endless snowy plain. The photograph showed two little girls. One was a young Tsukie. And the other was the girl who had been laughing so happily in that dream.

"Mommy? What's wrong? Mommy?"

Mayu's voice brought Tsukie back to her senses. Her mother, who had stood up and was now looking at the photo, murmured nostalgically.

"Oh... isn't that Akina-chan...? She was about your age then, Mayu..."

"Akina... chan?"

Tsukie looked at her mother, as if searching for the key to a memory she had sealed away.

"Have you forgotten? She's Saito Akina-chan, the girl who was in the same ward when Hinako was hospitalized. She was in the same grade as you, and you both got matching red *randoseru*. You were so excited about going to elementary school together, remember?"

The background of the photo fit with the mention of a hospital stay. The corner of a bed was visible through the open door of a hospital room. Tsukie was in her kindergarten uniform, while the other girl was wearing the uniform's cap. That girl was in pajamas, with an eyepatch over one eye and her left hand bandaged, but her expression was bright and cheerful.

"Our coats, gloves, and boots... were they all matching?"

Her mother clapped her hands together.

"Yes, that's right. You two were truly inseparable... I couldn't tell if you were coming to visit Hinako or Akina-chan. Though, Hinako was only one year old, so I suppose she wasn't much of a playmate."

"Saito... Akina-chan..."

Tsukie murmured the name as if tasting it, then looked at her mother.

"You've never talked about her before, have you? Why?"

"You're the one who stopped talking about her, weren't you?"

"What? But we were such good friends?"

"Yes. Perhaps that's exactly why."

Tsukie felt there was something significant in her mother's words as her gaze drifted into the distance. She was about to press her further, but—

"Hey! Tsukie!"

The sound of her husband calling from downstairs reminded her that the temple priest was here. Tsukie hurriedly called back, left the topic for another time, and led Mayu down the stairs.



    Chapter 4

    The Old North Exit of Sapporo Station Was Dark and Small

    Hinako arrived in the afternoon.

As soon as she entered the house, she threw herself at her father's body and began to sob uncontrollably, which in turn brought her aunts and uncles to tears. It might be an inappropriate way to put it, but Hinako's arrival seemed to liven up the somber atmosphere.

Hinako was always the center of attention. Whether she was aware of it or not, some people in this world are simply like that.

Tsukie left dealing with the relatives to Hinako and attending to the condolence callers to her mother, while she busied herself with various odds and ends. Since tomorrow was *tomobiki*, an unlucky day for funerals, the wake would be held the day after. She caught herself thinking it was going to be a long haul and felt a pang of self-loathing, wondering if bracing herself like that made her a bad daughter.

She'd felt the same thing at her grandmother's funeral a few years ago: couldn't a family just send off their loved one quietly, by themselves? Funerals in Hokkaido, for whatever reason, had an incredible number of people attending the wake. Holding a funeral in a tiny, rabbit-hutch of a home was out of the question, so a funeral hall or temple had to be rented. Perhaps it was a regional thing, but the bereaved family had no time to grieve; they had to attend to guests and manage an unfamiliar event.

Even though a funeral is an event where a huge amount of money changes hands, the accounting for it all is often fuzzy. It wasn't an event one could host many times in a lifetime, and families, shaken by the loss of a loved one, were often unable to make calm judgments.

They could easily fall for the funeral director's stock phrase, "We must do at least this much for them, to be fitting," as they constantly brought up the deceased's former status to try and upgrade the funeral arrangements. Since the only experts present were the funeral home staff, the family would go along with their recommendations, choosing the altar, the parting gifts, and worrying about the appearance of the food. It wasn't at all uncommon to later see a bill so large it made their eyes pop out of their heads.

Would it be an exaggeration to say this was the most classic form of spiritual sales tactics?

People know that no matter how much money you spend on someone after they're gone, it's nothing more than self-satisfaction for the living, and the only one who profits is the funeral home. Perhaps that's why they try to content themselves with words like, "It was a wonderful service. I'm sure Grandpa is happy, too."

Who, exactly, is a funeral for?

Based on such experiences, if you dare to choose a modest ceremony, you'll eventually hear misguided rumors like, "It's so sad for the deceased that they could only afford a funeral like that."

The bereaved family is hurt by the death of a loved one, and then hurt a second time by the heartless rumors of the world. Surely, many people have had such an experience.

Living is hard, but dying is hard, too.

Tsukie took Mayu with her to Senshuan to buy some sweets for the offerings. Her friends from the main island seemed to think Rokkatei's sweets were the most famous in Hokkaido, but for Tsukie, who was born and raised in Sapporo, Sapporo Senshuan was far more familiar. She bought *Yamaoyaji*, a Western-style butter cookie her father had loved, and *Northman*.

Many of the sweets here had names that gave no hint as to their flavor. For the record, *Northman* was a Japanese-Western hybrid sweet with red bean paste wrapped in a moist pie crust, and it had a strangely addictive taste. She chose those as the main items and picked out some *manju* buns and other things to serve the condolence callers.

When she called her husband, Tetsuro, he said he would pick her up at the north exit of Sapporo Station. While she waited for him, Tsukie looked up at the north exit, which had been completely transformed by the station's redevelopment project. A magnificent station building now towered over the area, flanked on the east and west by massive department stores from the main island. *It's changed so much in the short time I've been away from Sapporo after getting married,* she thought wistfully.

When Tsukie thought of Sapporo Station, it wasn't the south exit, which faced the main street and had large facilities, but the north exit, which, despite being separated by ten train tracks, was a much smaller affair. The little station building felt more like a back entrance, its floor paved with cold, gray concrete tiles. To the left was a dim, chilly restroom, and to the right, a ticket window. The ticket gate was just a few steps inside the entrance. The number of station staff was extremely low, and the whole place was so quiet you couldn't imagine the bustle of the south exit.

That small station building from her childhood, where she'd had her ticket punched and passed through the gate, remained an unforgettable presence at the bottom of Tsukie's memory.

"It's cold, isn't it?" Tsukie said, smiling at Mayu beside her.

"So cold, so cold!" Mayu sang, blowing on her gloved hands. Fat snowflakes had begun to drift down.



    Chapter 5

    The Private Wake

    Now that the funeral schedule was set, the relatives began to leave in twos and threes. The only ones who remained were her father's two younger brothers. It seemed they were prepared to drink right through until the funeral was over while they kept watch over the incense and candles.

Tsukie wished the family could have the night to themselves to say their farewells quietly, but her uncles were her father's flesh and blood, too.

She put Mayu to bed upstairs and went down to prepare some snacks for the drinkers. Hinako, saying, "I'll leave it to you, Sis," promptly went upstairs herself. She must have been tired from the sudden trip and from dealing with the relatives.

Tsukie sent Tetsuro, who had to drive again tomorrow, and her mother, who had been under a great deal of stress since last night, to bed first. She would stay up through the night with her uncles. She suspected that they, lost in their drinking and reminiscing, probably wouldn't be able to keep the incense burning until morning. That would surely become her job in the early hours. In this world, it's always the sober one who draws the short straw.

Besides, Tsukie was a little afraid to sleep. She had a premonition that she might have that dream again.

A diesel railcar traveling through a snowy plain, carrying two little girls. The swaying of the car and the rhythm of the hanging straps.

Where was that train headed? Where were the two of them going?



    Chapter 6

    A Call from an Unknown Past

    The custom of not holding funerals on *tomobiki* days remains deeply rooted, even in the twenty-first century, even as generations change.

To begin with, the *rokuyo*, the six-day cycle that includes days like *butsumetsu* and *tomobiki*, was a battle calendar devised by the military strategist Zhuge Liang during China's Three Kingdoms period. It has nothing to do with Buddhism or funerals, and the original meaning of *tomobiki* was 'a draw.' When the characters were changed to mean 'pulling a friend,' it came to be interpreted as the deceased pulling a friend along with them, and some regions even close their crematoriums on that day.

In fact, if someone were to force a funeral on a *tomobiki* day and, by coincidence, one of the attendees were to die, the host and their family would surely be saddled with baseless resentment. Tsukie had a friend who got married on a day that was both *butsumetsu* and April Fool's Day, but it seemed that with funerals, you couldn't just do as you pleased.

After all, the guest of honor was no longer in a position to voice an opinion.

More dry ice was added to the futon where her father lay, and a day of nothing but waiting began. That day, the phone rang so incessantly she felt like she'd become a telephone operator. Old colleagues of her father who had received the news, friends from afar who couldn't attend the funeral... The words of condolence poured out, sometimes followed by endless reminiscing. Her mother handled most of the calls, but some people would say, "Are you his daughter?" and, catching Tsukie, would tell her stories of her father's younger days.

It was a strange feeling for Tsukie. She couldn't even picture the faces of the people on the phone. Depending on the caller, she didn't even know their relationship to her father, yet she had to play along, speaking nostalgically of the deceased's past. Some people just rattled off their own thoughts and hung up, but when someone said with feeling, "Your father was a good man," she felt a sense of salvation.

Even Tsukie, who was bad at socializing, could be soothed by the comfort of a stranger. She found herself wiping away tears at the receiver.

However, interspersed with these condolence calls were sales pitches delivered in an obviously and strangely cheerful tone.

Starting with caterers asking, "Have you ordered your food yet?" and continuing with Buddhist altar shops, funeral homes, and even mysterious spiritualists, a parade of people who would be trouble if you accidentally engaged them were calling after seeing the obituary in the newspaper.

Feeling it was unfair to bother her mother with such calls, Tsukie tried to answer the phone as much as possible. But by the afternoon, tired of fielding calls, she swapped with Hinako and went upstairs for a rest.

Tetsuro was in the upstairs bedroom, smoothing his hair in the mirror above the dresser where her father's hair growth tonics were lined up.

"Oh? Getting to that age, are you?"

She saw an image of her father, standing in that same spot, stroking his thinning hair. Tetsuro said he was going to ask the neighborhood association president to be the funeral committee chairman. That was apparently why he was sprucing himself up.

Tetsuro pointed with his brush to an old photograph sitting on the dresser.

"This photo is cute. You two look so close."

"Huh?"

It was the photo from her childhood that had fallen out of the album last night.

"That one... I can't really remember it clearly. I think we might have ridden a train together once, but..."

"Hmm."

Tetsuro didn't press the matter further and quickly left for the association president's house. He carried with him the box of Senshuan sweets that Tsukie had bought yesterday. Funerals in Sapporo were often managed by the neighborhood association. That might be why so many mourners from the neighborhood turned up.

Tsukie let her body, which felt as heavy as lead, sink into the sofa by the window and sighed. The soft sofa was so comfortable she felt as if she might never be able to get up again.



    Chapter 7

    Snowman and Music Box

    After kindergarten ended, the children who lived in the same direction would all walk home, led by a teacher. The route was meticulously planned to pass by each of the children's houses, and a slow thirty-minute walk was enough to make the rounds.

February, 1974. Despite being within a one-kilometer radius of Sapporo Station, cars were still a rare sight in this area, and only the main roads were paved. The walk home, kicking at the pebbles on the gravel roads and gazing at the changing nature with a good friend, was a fun bit of fieldwork for the children. All of this was perhaps only possible because the kindergarten was located right in the middle of a residential area.

Incidentally, children heading in the same direction wore matching ribbons on their smocks, and the cuteness of the color was a rather important matter for them. Tsukie lived west of Tenshi Kindergarten on North 12th Avenue, so she wore a navy blue ribbon. The children going south wore yellow, and those going north wore green.

And the coveted red ribbon was tied prettily onto the name tags on the left chests of children who commuted by bus or subway. Tsukie was incredibly envious of this red ribbon, but even at just six years old, she understood that they couldn't just move for the sake of a ribbon.

That all changed a few months ago. The ribbon on Tsukie's chest changed from navy blue to red. All her navy-ribbon friends were very jealous, which made Tsukie feel a little proud.

Just after the new year, her sister Hinako, who had just turned one, was admitted to Hokkaido University Hospital. Her mother was staying with her, so no one was home when she returned. It became Tsukie's daily routine to spend the time after kindergarten at the hospital until her father came to pick her up in the evening.

Hokkaido University Hospital was located about two blocks north of the Kita-Juni-Jo Station on the Namboku subway line, which had opened in 1971, the year of the Sapporo Olympics. It was right next to the university's famous ginkgo avenue.

Back when they were going to the hospital for Hinako's check-ups, Tsukie had seen the avenue of ginkgo trees covered by a canopy of what looked like falling yellow leaves, and she had been overcome with an urge to walk right down the middle of it. She begged her mother, and when there were fewer cars, she walked down the road, putting on her best, most sophisticated air.

The sunlight filtering through the leaves sparkled like gold, and she felt just like a princess in a fairy tale.

Of the children with red ribbons, three took the bus north from Ishikari Street, and five took the subway from Juni-Jo Station. After seeing them off, Tsukie would have a teacher help her cross the road in front of the university, say goodbye, and then walk the rest of the way to the hospital along the university wall.

She waved goodbye to her teacher and hurried to the hospital gate. As if to psych herself up, Tsukie clapped her red-gloved hands together. She scooped up some clean white snow from the shadow of the gate and made a small snowball. She rolled it until it was about the size of an apple, set it aside, and then made another, slightly smaller one, which she placed neatly on top.

A snowman. She pulled off her right glove with her teeth and rummaged in the bottom of the yellow kindergarten bag slung over her shoulder. She pulled out two green *ohajiki* marbles and a red button. She pressed them in for the eyes and mouth. She took off the scarf from around her neck, wrapped it around the snowman to hide it, and hurried to the pediatric ward.

She was on familiar terms with all the nurses in the pediatric ward, so she crept down the hallway, terrified they would discover the snowman hidden in her scarf. They would probably get angry if she brought in something made of snow from outside. She knew that, but she couldn't forget the conversation she'd had with her yesterday.

The long bench on the staircase landing was their secret place. They loved to sit there side-by-side and talk forever.

"You know, I've never touched snow before," Akina said.

"What? Why not?" Tsukie was astonished.

"Because I get sick in the winter, so I'm always in the hospital. And Mommy says I'm not allowed to touch anything from outside."

"But it snows so much every year, you get sick of it."

"It's no fun just watching from the window. Ah, I wonder what snow feels like. I wonder if it's cold when you're buried in it."

It was a confession from Akina, who had never felt snow seeping into her boots and getting chilblains, never gotten her underwear soaked while playing in the snow and caught a cold, never swum in a drift of powder snow, and never eaten it, pretending it was shaved ice.

Tsukie was shocked that a child growing up in this snowy country could exist, and she felt she had to let her touch the snow, no matter what.

She tiptoed past her sister's room, careful not to make a sound, and went straight to the room next door. For some reason, the Pink Panther theme was playing on a loop in her head.

She reached Akina's room. She peered in from the doorway, checking for Akina's mother or any nurses. It was okay. No one was there.

Tsukie ran to Akina's bed by the window, trying to keep herself hidden.

"Akina-chan."

She called out in a hushed voice. Akina's eyes fluttered open, and she smiled happily when she saw Tsukie's face.

"Oh, sorry. I was sleeping. I was going to wait for you on the stairs today."

Tsukie shook her head vigorously.

"Don't push yourself. More importantly, I have something amazing for you today."

Lowering her voice even further, Tsukie took out the mini-snowman wrapped in her scarf. Akina's eyes went wide at the sight of the slightly goofy-looking snowman that appeared before her. Her mouth dropped open in astonishment, and she inhaled to let out a cry of delight. Tsukie quickly put a finger to her lips, hissing, "Shh! Shh!"

Akina froze, her breath still held, and clamped her right hand over her mouth. She blinked a few times before finally letting her breath out.

"Soooo cooool! Can I hold it? Can I hold it? Can I hold it?"

Her voice was a mere whisper, but Akina was squirming so much she couldn't stay still. She jumped off the bed.

"You'll get in trouble if you get wet."

"I don't care. I'll just say I wet the bed."

Tsukie laughed and handed the snowman to Akina. Akina's left arm was bandaged and useless, so Tsukie helped support it with her right hand. Akina couldn't seem to contain her excitement, and as the snowman settled with a thud in her palm, she shivered and said, "Whoa..."

"It's so cooold... Even packed snow is cold, isn't it, Tsukie-chan?"

Akina was overjoyed, amazed by the obvious. She had probably only ever felt falling snow before.

"If you hold it for too long, you'll get chilblains. Let's put it on the windowsill."

"Won't it melt?"

"It will, but the windowsill gets so cold that milk freezes on it, so I think it'll be slow."

"Oh, okay..."

Placed on the windowsill, the snowman's slightly lopsided head looked as if it were tilted, giving it a certain charm. Tsukie folded a helmet out of yellow origami paper and put it on the snowman's head, and Akina wrapped a knitted *lilian* cord around its neck like a scarf. It was a cute pink scarf.

The two of them looked at each other and giggled.

"You know, Tsukie-chan, I have something I want to show you, too."

With that, Akina pulled a small, silver object from under her pillow.

"What is it?"

"Dad sent it to me. It's a lighter, but..."

Akina's parents were divorced, and her father lived somewhere that required several train transfers to reach. Tsukie remembered Akina once saying sadly, "They broke up because of my illness," and her chest tightened a little.

"A lighter? Why?"

Even Tsukie knew it was a tool for lighting cigarettes.

"Uh-huh. Now listen closely."

*Listen?* Tsukie tilted her head in confusion, and at that moment, a cute melody began to play from the small lighter in Akina's hand. A clear, cool tone. It was a music box.

"Whoa!"

This time, it was Tsukie's turn to cover her mouth. She clamped both hands over it to stifle her cry of delight, then let out her breath with wide, blinking eyes.

"That's amazing. That's so amazing. It's so cute."

When the chorus of 'Let It Be' began to play, Tsukie swayed her body to the music. Akina happily joined in.

In the 1960s, oil lighters with built-in music boxes were produced in Japan. The top half of the lighter contained the oil tank and ignition mechanism, while the bottom half was the music box. A small knob for winding the spring on the bottom of the lighter was its distinguishing feature. Of course, without oil, it wouldn't light, so it could be enjoyed simply as a music box.

Around that time, jewelry boxes where a ballerina figurine would spin to the music when opened were popular among children, but one small enough to fit in the palm of your hand was a rarity.

"That's amazing. That's your treasure, isn't it, Akina-chan?" Tsukie said as she danced.

"No. Let's make it *our* treasure. Both that snowman and this music box."

Akina's smiling face as she said that and the words 'our treasure' made Tsukie so happy. At that moment, she swore to herself that for Akina, who couldn't leave the hospital, she would protect her, she would do anything to make her happy.



    Chapter 8

    Tsukie's Rampage

    The weather warmed up. One sunny Sunday, the incident occurred.

Tsukie had come to visit Hinako in the morning and was playing with Akina as usual. Akina was happy because the bandages on her left hand were coming off soon. Tsukie was just as happy as if it were happening to her. It was when she went to get the bento she had brought from home to eat in Akina's room that it happened.

Behind a meal service wagon in the hallway, two overweight, middle-aged women were standing and talking. As Tsukie passed by, one of them gestured with her chin and lowered her voice meaningfully.

"Look, look, that girl. They're good friends. She can stand to be around her because she doesn't know what a monster she'll look like when the bandages come off."

"And her hand... I heard she had six fingers. That's why they had to do surgery to chop it off."

"Oh my... How terrifying. And they say her eyes glow like a cat's at night."

"She's possessed by a beast. She needs an exorcism more than a hospital. It would be terrible if it spread to my child."

Tsukie froze on the other side of the meal wagon, stunned. She had heard everything the women said. People who talk about things they don't want others to hear always have the loudest voices. Or perhaps they were saying it so she would hear. Their gestures of covering their mouths and whispering were theatrical.

It was the moment a woman looks her ugliest.

Of course, Tsukie knew immediately who they were talking about. The back of her neck prickled, and the sound of her pounding heart echoed loudly in her ears.

"And you know, I hear she's not going to make it. She keeps developing one illness after another. They say she was told she didn't have long to live from the start..."

"Oh, is that so... Well, with a suspicious disease like that, I suppose it can't be helped."

At that moment, it felt as if something inside Tsukie's head snapped. She let go of the bento box she was holding so carefully, placed both hands on the meal wagon, and pushed with all her might.

She wanted to crush the gossiping women on the other side. The casters on the wagon were supposed to be locked when it was parked in the hallway. But at that moment, as if the heavens were on Tsukie's side, the wagon slid forward with the force of a little girl's push.

Just before they were squashed like crackers between the wall and the wagon, the two fat women scrambled and tumbled onto the hallway floor. In a hideous struggle to save themselves first, the larger of the two came tumbling out.

Without hesitation, Tsukie lunged at the woman sprawled on the floor. Taking advantage of her sitting position, she clawed at her face with all her strength. She felt a piece of flesh dig under her nails.

Tsukie was easily thrown off, her back hitting the floor hard. She couldn't breathe, and the pain was excruciating, but without taking a breath, she bit down on the other woman's fleshy arm.

The women, pale with fear at the eerie silence of the attacking child, shrieked and flailed their limbs. Tsukie was punched repeatedly with fists like logs and kicked with feet like an elephant's.

Still, she desperately held on with her teeth. Two of her baby teeth, which had been loose as they were about to fall out, were knocked out, spattering blood.

Tsukie's mouth was stained red, as if she had eaten a person.

Hearing the commotion, other patients and nurses gathered around. A huge crowd formed, and an elderly nurse pinned Tsukie down.

In the end, it was Tsukie who was beaten black and blue. But seeing the hideous middle-aged women, who hadn't forgotten to proclaim their own righteousness, made her blood boil. Covered in a mess of tears and blood, Tsukie screamed. It was the loudest she had ever yelled.

"Don't you dare say bad things about Akina-chan!"

With that, the buzzing crowd fell silent.

Pushing her way through the onlookers, Tsukie's mother rushed into the center of the circle. Without even asking for a reason, she slapped Tsukie across the face and then began apologizing profusely to the fallen women and the surrounding crowd.

Seeing her mother like that, Tsukie felt betrayed. More than the pain of her torn-out teeth, more than the ache in her beaten body, it was the sting on her cheek from her mother's hand and the pain deep in her chest that hurt the most.

After the nurses sent the onlookers back to their rooms, Tsukie was taken to a reception room next to the nurses' station. The wound where her teeth had been was disinfected, and she was made to bite down on a cotton ball to stop the bleeding. A nurse placed an ice pack on her swollen forehead where she'd been hit. The nurse told her mother that she should probably have it properly examined, but Tsukie refused.

The head nurse, who had first spoken to the women in the next room, entered the reception room with a grave expression. Her mother worriedly asked about the extent of their injuries and their anger, and the head nurse replied quietly.

"The bite and scratch marks will likely remain for a while, but they said they won't make an issue of it as long as you give her a good talking-to, since it was just a child."

Her mother kept bowing her head to the head nurse, repeating over and over, "I'm so sorry."

"I'm so sorry. This is the first time something like this has happened... She's not usually like this..."

Her mother's agitation was anything but ordinary. At this rate, Tsukie thought, she'd probably be sent to a psychiatrist or forced to take calming medicine starting tomorrow.

The head nurse turned to Tsukie and crouched down to meet her gaze.

"You can't talk yet with your teeth missing, can you...? If it starts to hurt a lot, or if you feel sick, let me know right away, okay?"

Tsukie looked the head nurse straight in the eye and nodded. The ice pack on her forehead rustled, and the bruise ached. The head nurse looked into Tsukie's eyes, nodded back, and then gently, lovingly, wrapped her arms around Tsukie's small body.

"You won't do it again, will you?"

The head nurse's gentle voice and warm embrace seemed to say, "I know everything." To Tsukie, it felt exactly like that.

In that instant, the taut thread inside her snapped. She couldn't hold back the flood of emotions that came pouring out. To think that out of all the adults around her, only one person understood a little girl's feelings, feelings that even her own mother didn't understand—she couldn't hold it in any longer.

Tsukie threw her arms around the head nurse and sobbed, wailing loudly. *I have to be strong in front of Akina. I have to let all my tears out now,* she thought.



    Chapter 9

    Juice of Tears

    A little while later, Tsukie was in Akina's room.

Perhaps Akina's mother had been told what happened by the head nurse. Seeing Tsukie with a compress on her forehead and Akina with an eyepatch over her left eye sitting side-by-side on the bed, she suddenly pressed a hand to her eyes and said, "I'm going to go buy some juice," before disappearing somewhere.

"Is Akina-chan's mom mad at me?" Tsukie asked worriedly.

"No, she's not. Whenever Mommy cries about me, she always goes to buy juice. She said a little while ago, 'You've made an amazing friend,'" Akina explained.

"Amazing?"

"Uh-huh. She said she heard you. 'Don't you dare say bad things about Akina-chan!' Mommy just stays quiet when people say bad things about her. So actually, she was a little happy."

"Oh... I see..."

Akina smiled mischievously.

"You're so cool, Tsukie-chan."

"No, I'm not. I almost got banned from the hospital. But you should get angry more often, too, Akina-chan."

Akina tilted her head. "Hmm..."

"Because, a lot of it is true, you know."

"Huh?"

Tsukie looked at Akina's face in surprise. Akina smiled brightly and said in a matter-of-fact tone:

"You see, they scooped out my eyeball. I had cancer in my eye, and it's true that it glowed like a cat's. And my fingers, well, I didn't have six, but they were stuck together when I was born. See? The fingers on my right hand are a little bent, too. They separated them when I was two. The scars from the surgery are still there."

Speaking so calmly and matter-of-factly about her own condition, Akina, who was only six years old, seemed incredibly grown-up. She had probably encountered people like those women, who gossiped out of morbid curiosity, many times before. And she had likely been hurt by hearing them. Children aren't as stupid as adults think, and they never forget the things that hurt them.

Looking at Akina's dignified profile, Tsukie's vision blurred, and the back of her nose began to sting. Akina's composure made it all the more painful. She was angry at herself for making Akina talk about such things. She was frustrated by her own powerlessness, able to do nothing but cry at times like these.

"Akina-chaaan!"

Tsukie threw her arms around Akina. She hugged her frail body with all the strength she had. The smell of disinfectant clung to Akina's body, and that squeezed Tsukie's heart even tighter.

Even though she had cried until she thought she had no tears left while hugging the head nurse, Tsukie couldn't hold them back in front of Akina. Akina was the one who was truly suffering. She felt pathetic for being such a crybaby.

A little while later, Akina played the lighter's music box, and Tsukie finally calmed down. The melancholy melody of 'Let It Be' seeped into her heart. It was as if the beautiful melody was telling her that it was okay not to try so hard.

"Well then, shall we eat?"

It was already past three in the afternoon. Akina had waited to eat lunch with Tsukie, leaving her own untouched. Tsukie hesitantly opened the bento box she had thrown earlier.

As expected, the rolled omelet and sausages were all jumbled up with the minced meat rice. Her father had tried so hard to make it this morning with his clumsy hands. Tears welled up in her eyes again.

"Tsukie-chan, can I have the egg?"

Akina picked out a lopsided piece of omelet from the jumbled bento and popped it in her mouth.

"Yummy. Your dad's omelets are sweet, Tsukie-chan."

Akina glanced at her own meal tray as she chewed.

"Okay, your turn, Tsukie-chan. Say 'ahhh'."

At her invitation, Tsukie opened her mouth. Mindful of the wound where her teeth had been, Akina cut a meatball into small pieces and placed it in her mouth. The meatball was completely cold and tasted of a mixture of tears and blood, but it was so full of Akina's kindness that it was delicious beyond words.



    Chapter 10

    The Graduation Ceremony and the Promise of a Flower Crown

    After that incident, the bond between the two girls may have grown even stronger.

They were still young, but perhaps because they were young, they thought of each other single-mindedly, trying to be beings who could complement one another.

"I wanna see my dad..."

After receiving the music box, Akina had started to occasionally voice her longing for her father.

Those occasional words seemed to acknowledge that her wish would never come true, as if she had already given up on seeing him, and it pained Tsukie's heart. She wondered what Akina must feel every day as she watched Tsukie go home with her own father.

Of course, Akina never said anything, but Tsukie couldn't help but feel guilty, as if she were flaunting the happiness of having both parents.

Besides, around that time, it felt as though Akina was losing some of her energy. Even when they danced on the staircase landing while listening to the music box, she would quickly get tired and have to sit down. She didn't go out much and spent more and more time in her hospital bed.

But staying in her room was more convenient for Tsukie as well. Ever since the incident, the other children in the hospital seemed to have been told not to play with such a violent girl, and they kept their distance and no longer spoke to her.

Even baby Hinako was looked at with suspicion, and their mother complained that she couldn't face anyone.

But Tsukie didn't think she had done anything wrong, not one bit, so she just ignored them.

The two fat middle-aged women, playing the victims, were united in their story that they "hadn't said anything bad." As usual, they were apparently spreading a version of events that was convenient for them.

"She's just a child, she must have misunderstood something."
"We're not angry anymore."

They would say such insincere things, but when no one was around, they would glare at Tsukie with the face of a demon hag.

She also heard one of them whisper, "The beast-possession must have spread to her."

Looking at those women, Tsukie thought for the first time in her life, *I hope you die*.

But she knew that any more rampaging on her part would only make things worse for Akina, so she clenched her fists in her pockets and endured. The fact that she was just a child was frustrating, sad, and maddening.

Rotten adults never change their ways.

The only time they might ever repent is if they find themselves in the same situation. But even then, people like that would surely just blame someone else and complain.

Perhaps that was all the more reason why Tsukie wanted to grant Akina's wish.

On March 19th, Tsukie graduated from kindergarten. When she visited the hospital in her uniform and beret, she gave her hat to Akina, who had never been able to attend. Akina was overjoyed, trying it on at a jaunty angle and tracing the school emblem with fascination.

Akina asked for a commemorative photo, and they took one in the hallway, with Tsukie in her uniform and Akina in the cap. The spring-like sunlight streamed in through the window, softly illuminating the two girls.

That evening, in Akina's room, Tsukie waited for her to return from the treatment room. The bandages on her left hand were finally coming off. Akina returned to the room, her cheeks slightly flushed, her slippers padding softly on the floor. Tsukie could always recognize Akina's footsteps.

"How was it?"

"Uh-huh. It feels weird. But it moves."

Tsukie's face lit up in a wide smile.

"Really? I'm so glad!"

"I wonder if I can play cat's cradle with you now, Tsukie-chan."

"You'll be able to do origami, too, and play the piano."

Akina laughed, saying, "I don't know about the piano," but she looked happy.

"When you get out of the hospital, I'll teach you, so it'll be fine."

Tsukie puffed out her chest proudly, even though she herself had only gotten through the first few pages of her red Beyer piano book. Akina's mother hadn't come back yet; maybe she was listening to some instructions.

The children, unconcerned with such things, talked excitedly about one fun plan after another. Let's go on a picnic with bentos when it gets warmer. I hope we can be in the same class in elementary school. When the dandelions bloom, let's make flower crowns together.

With each childish, innocent promise, the two of them would get excited, picturing themselves carrying it out. Their happiest moments were when they talked like this, with the music box playing.

But sometimes, Akina would gaze at the music box with a sad expression. At those times, she was surely thinking of her father. She had said her parents divorced because of her illness. Tsukie wondered how a father and mother could not work together to care for their sick child, but she knew, even as a child, that she shouldn't say that.

More than anything, she knew that Akina blamed herself for her parents' separation.

"Let's go. The two of us together."

Taking Akina's hand, still scarred and tight from where the bandages had just been removed, Tsukie made a proposal.

"Huh? Where?"

"To see your dad, Akina-chan."

"But it's far, isn't it?"

"Will we get lost?"

"No. The transfer is easy."

"Then we can go. You're getting out of the hospital soon, right?"

"Yeah. But if I tell Mom, she'll say no. I've asked so many times, but she won't take me."

"Then it'll be a great secret adventure."

"A secret?"

"You want to see your dad, don't you?"

"I do... I want to see him and have him hug me tight."

"Then let's go. If your mom won't take you, let's go together."

And so the little girls began to plan their great adventure, just the two of them. When Akina was discharged, they would take the train together to see her dad. As long as they knew the destination, the station staff would help them, so it would be fine.

If they went together, there was nothing to be afraid of. The little girls pressed their foreheads together and giggled.



    Chapter 11

    Let's Go Tomorrow

    A few days later, Tsukie went to the hospital to find Akina huddled under her covers, looking miserable.

Wondering what was wrong, she looked at Akina's mother, who stood nearby with a complicated expression. Her mother, Akemi, said in a weak voice:

"She can't be discharged. The test results weren't good, so they're going to do more detailed tests starting next week... The doctor said she probably won't be able to start elementary school in April..."

For a moment, Tsukie couldn't believe her ears. It meant that Akina's illness, which she had thought was getting better, wasn't better at all. It was so bad that she couldn't leave the hospital or go to elementary school.

"Oh, but if the test results are good, they'll see how she does and she might be able to be discharged, and go to school..."

Seeing the color drain from Tsukie's face, Akemi quickly added, but her words were choked with tears.

"I'm sorry. I'm going to go buy some juice, so please stay with Akina."

Akemi said this and fled the room. She was probably going to cry. She was probably going to hide in a bathroom and cry so the children wouldn't see her.

For some reason, Tsukie had a feeling that Akina would never leave the hospital. She didn't want to think it, but a strangely real, dark anxiety clung to the back of her chest, and she couldn't shake it off.

"Akina-chan..."

Tsukie called her name and gently stroked Akina's small body through the blanket. She couldn't think of any comforting words to say.

"Am I... going to die...?" a muffled voice came from under the covers. It was a faint voice, as if it could disappear at any moment.

"No, you're not... Of course not..."

Like a mantra, Tsukie repeated, "Of course not," over and over again as she continued to stroke Akina's body.

Akina's mother didn't come back for a long time. She must have cried so much that her eyes were too swollen to return. That was probably how serious Akina's condition was.

She'd said the detailed tests would start next week. These tests were tricky; some people said the tests themselves made them feel sick. Once the tests started, she wouldn't be able to go out, and if they found anything wrong, then treatment even more difficult than the tests would begin.

Somehow, Tsukie felt that now was the only time.

"Akina-chan, let's go tomorrow."

"Huh?"

Perhaps moved by the strange strength in Tsukie's voice, Akina, who had been hiding under the covers, slowly poked her head out.

"Tomorrow, let's go see your dad."

"Tomorrow?"

"Yeah. Tomorrow. After the morning rounds are over, let's sneak out."

"We'll get in trouble. You'll get in trouble too, Tsukie-chan. They might tell you you can't come to the hospital anymore. I don't want to not be able to see you."

"But you'll get to see your dad. Maybe, even if you can't see me anymore, you'll be able to see your dad. I'll make sure you get to see your dad. I promise."

It was a promise without any basis. An adult would probably laugh off a six-year-old's "promise" and not take it seriously.

But Tsukie couldn't help but say it. If she didn't get Akina to her father now, she would probably never get another chance. Akina's mother would likely hesitate to contact the father even if Akina's condition worsened. And while she hesitated, the opportunity would be lost.

That was why she had to be the one to take her. That's what she believed. Even though a little girl's desperate purity could sometimes lead to cruel consequences.



    Chapter 12

    The Morning of the Adventure

    The next day, it was snowing.

A late-season cold snap had set in, and the temperature had been dropping steadily since dawn. You'd freeze if you weren't dressed for midwinter. Tsukie carefully placed her favorite frilly blouse and a red plaid skirt into her backpack, making sure not to wrinkle them.

She was going to lend them to Akina. She had to look cute for her first meeting with her dad in a long time. Picturing what was in Akina's locker, she pulled out anything she thought was missing from her own dresser and packed it.

A cardigan with a flower motif her mother had knitted. Tights and woolen socks. Would she need woolen underpants?

She broke her piggy bank and transferred the rest of her New Year's money into a wallet with a picture of Cutie Honey on it. After stuffing some chocolate and candy into the pockets of her red coat, she left the house with her father.

"You've got a lot of stuff today," her father commented. "Mom asked me to bring it," she replied, and they parted ways at Kita-Juni-Jo Station.

While Akina's mother, Akemi, was out of the room, Tsukie quickly packed Akina's boots, coat, hat, and gloves into a paper bag and carried it down to the first-floor women's restroom in the outpatient wing. She placed the paper bag and the backpack she'd brought from home inside the janitor's closet. Hidden there, it was unlikely to be found for at least an hour unless something unusual happened.

In fact, she had recently seen a movie with her father that had a scene of someone escaping from a hospital. In the movie, the character had hidden their shoes and jacket in a restroom, changed there, and then walked out mingling with the outpatients. She was copying it exactly.

After the morning rounds, Tsukie and Akina went out into the hallway together. They told Akemi they were going to play on the staircase landing. The day before, her daughter had been moping under the covers, but today she was heading off to play cheerfully, so Akemi seemed relieved.

It must be very hard for a mother when her child cries. But no matter how young, a child couldn't recover from the shock of not being able to go home in just one day. Akina was betting everything on her adventure with Tsukie. Her heart was swelling with the hope of seeing her father.

That was why she was bravely forcing herself to act as she normally would.

It was the same for Tsukie. If their escape from the hospital failed, she might really be banned this time. She knew that there was no excuse for trying to take a sick child outside without permission.

That's why she had to succeed.

She had to lie, even to the people she loved most. Her small chest ached with guilt, but even so, she wanted to help Akina see her father. And she believed she was the only one who could.

After changing in the outpatient restroom and putting on their coats, they looked just like any other outpatients. Akina was wearing an eyepatch, so they joked, "You must be here for the eye doctor," and laughed. Tsukie shouldered her backpack, which now only contained their bento, and hid the paper bag with Akina's pajamas back in the janitor's closet. Then they walked straight to the main entrance and went outside.

The moment the door opened, a cold, snowy wind blew in, grazing Akina's cheek. She instinctively stopped and ducked her head. Tsukie held out her red-gloved right hand and said, "Let's go." Akina took it with her own matching-gloved left hand.

It was the same left hand from which the bandages had been removed just recently.

Tsukie squeezed back gently, careful not to hurt Akina's hand. The warmth of their hands, their body heat. Akina blushed, moved by the fact that this was the first time she had held hands with her left.

And so the two of them stepped out into the snowy city.

Walking straight south along the Hokkaido University wall, Sapporo Station came into view on their left. It was just a fifteen-minute walk for a child. Akina was giddy, opening her mouth to catch the snowflakes falling on her face and deliberately making footprints in the freshly fallen snow.

Tsukie, too, wrote in the pure white canvas with her footprints.

"akina." Seeing it, Akina jumped and wrote her own letters, adding:

&nbsp;&nbsp;&nbsp;&nbsp;&nbsp;&nbsp;tsu
&nbsp;&nbsp;&nbsp;&nbsp;&nbsp;a k i n a
&nbsp;&nbsp;&nbsp;&nbsp;&nbsp;&nbsp;e

A cross made from their two names—a vow of eternal friendship.

The little girls looked from the letters in the snow to each other's faces and smiled in satisfaction.

They bought tickets at the north exit of Sapporo Station. They weren't tall enough to reach the counter and had to stand on their tiptoes just to buy two tickets.

At the ticket gate, an attendant punched their stiff tickets. The Sapporo Station punch made an 'M' shape. Every station in Japan had a different shape. The two of them stared at the shape, then smiled and put the two punched edges together.

"It's a ribbon!"

"If you put two together, it makes a ribbon."

At their girlish observation, the station attendant chuckled and saw them off.

A rotating flap-style departure board was installed on the platform, and the sign displaying the destination, train name, and departure time appeared with a whirring rotation. The two of them boarded the train bound for Asahikawa and claimed a spot by the window.

After leaving Sapporo Station, the train passed Naebo, Shiroishi, Atsubetsu, Oasa, and then came to Nopporo. The two of them read out the hiragana station names on the signs as they gazed at the monochrome scenery outside the window.

Snow, whipped up by the train, had collected in the corners of the window. The faintly frosted glass was a canvas just for them. With her fingertip, Tsukie drew Akina dancing in a gorgeous dress. Akina, in turn, drew Tsukie in a frilly dress with a big ribbon on her head. They looked at each other and giggled softly.

The train soon arrived at Nopporo Station. Nopporo Station was a railway junction where trains came and went constantly.

The Yubari Railway Line, built to transport coal from Japan's largest coal mine, the Yubari Coalfield, to Otaru, connected Nopporo Station on the Hakodate Main Line to Kuriyama Station on the Muroran Main Line, and Shikanotani Station on the Yubari Line (now the Sekisho Line), before terminating at Yubari Honcho Station.

The single-track Yubari Railway used Platform 3. The two little girls waited for the train on the snowy platform, chatting away.

Before long, a single-car railcar pulled into the platform. A cream-colored body with red lines. A silver roof. It was a vehicle with a design called a "Shonan Face," with two windows lined up in the front. Its sides were lined with windows like a bus.

It was completely different from any passenger car Tsukie had ever ridden, and her eyes lit up.

"Wow! What a cute train, Akina-chan!"

Akina, her eyebrows now white with snow, nodded happily, her cheeks flushed red.

"It gets even more fun once it starts moving."

The two of them briskly brushed the snow from each other's coats and climbed aboard the car as if in a dance. They sat down primly in the middle of a long bench seat that ran along the side of the car.

"'Kiha 251' sounds like a secret code, doesn't it?" The number was written on the side of the car. The unusual shape of the vehicle was so novel that Tsukie was bubbling with excitement.

The Kiha 251. Built by Niigata Engineering Co., Ltd. in 1953, it was Hokkaido's first diesel railcar with a hydraulic transmission. The code-like symbols that represent the vehicle type are actually classified in a very straightforward way, and you can generally tell what kind of vehicle it is just by looking at these symbols. Railway enthusiasts probably find a certain aesthetic in this sort of thing.

Incidentally, the *ki* in Kiha indicates whether the vehicle is an electric train or a diesel railcar. *Ki* is for a diesel railcar equipped with an engine. *Ha* is for an ordinary passenger car. The *2* in 251 indicates it has a diesel engine. The *5* indicates it's an express type. The *1* indicates its order of appearance in this series.

Departing from the starting station of Nopporo and passing the first station, Hokkai Koki-mae, the tracks suddenly curved sharply to the right. Leaving the Hakodate Main Line, the train cut a shortcut through the undeveloped wilderness toward Kuriyama, where it would meet the Muroran Main Line.

As the car picked up speed, it began to sway violently from side to side, and the hanging straps began to dance in unison from right to left, matching the car's motion. Swaying and returning, swaying and returning, the straps hit the metal pipe of the luggage rack jutting out from the ceiling, making a hard, crisp sound.

*Chak, chak, chak, chak...*

The rhythm carved out by the straps and the rack continued with a delightful beat. The little girls swayed their bodies left and right in time with the sound, intoxicated by the rhythm.

"I've never ridden a train like this before!" Tsukie said, her cheeks flushed, clapping her hands to her chest. Her heart was pounding with the new experience.

"I'm so happy to be with you, Tsukie-chan," Akina said in a soft whisper.

"Hee hee..." Tsukie laughed shyly and rested her head on Akina's shoulder. Akina leaned her own head against Tsukie's.

Matching red coats, red boots, red gloves. Sitting side-by-side felt so right, as if they could understand each other's feelings completely without saying a word.

The Yubari Railway journeyed on through the snow, keeping a lively rhythm. As far as the eye could see, a single track stretched on and on through a desolate, monochrome plain. There was nothing to obstruct the view, a landscape as pure white as the future the little girls held, a pristine view untainted by anyone.

Kamiebetsu, Shimonotsuki, Bansui, Namporo...

The further they got from Sapporo, the more intense the unseasonal snow became, until the view outside the window was completely blocked by a blizzard.

An old man who got on at Namporo sat down next to them. He smiled at the girls, the deep wrinkles on his cheeks crinkling.

"Where are you little ladies headed?"

"To Kuriyama," Akina answered immediately.

"Ho ho. Is that so? You little ladies should remember this train well. Long ago, triple-headed steam locomotives used to pull freight cars full of coal right here..."

"Triple-headed?" Tsukie repeated the unfamiliar term like a parrot. The old man narrowed his sunken eyes and said:

"They had to link three of those incredibly powerful locomotives together to haul all the black diamonds they dug up. There'll probably never be another mountain like that again, before or since."

Hearing about three locomotives, Tsukie wondered if it was even possible to link those big, black, tough-looking engines together.

"Where are you going, Grandpa?" Akina asked.

"Me? I'm not going anywhere. I just ride to the last stop, or get off at a station along the way and walk around. Won't be able to do this for much longer, you see."

The little girls couldn't quite understand the old man's story of riding the train with no destination, but he looked so happy that they just nodded along.

And then, the old man got off at the next station, Soyo. He was going to walk around the station, he said with a laugh. As they watched him from the platform, the two girls waved, wondering why an adult would be so eccentric as to get off at every station and walk around on such a snowy day.

"Three locomotives, huh?" Akina said, dangling her feet from the seat.

"That's amazing. I bet there was lots and lots of smoke," Tsukie said, making a puffing motion with her hands.

"Since there were three, it must have been lots and lots and lots of smoke," Akina said, drawing three columns of smoke with her arms.

After Soyo came Kita-Naganuma, and then the tracks curved gently to the right, arriving at their destination, Kuriyama.

The two of them bid farewell to the car filled with the pleasant rhythm of the hanging straps and stepped out onto the windswept platform.



    Chapter 13

    The Devil's Castle

    In the station's waiting room, Tsukie and Akina shared the bento Tsukie had brought. After buying and drinking some fizzy juice, they stepped out of the wooden station building.

A snowy scene, belying the fact that it was the end of March, stretched out before them. To the right of the station was an agricultural cooperative's warehouse; its storefront seemed to be open for business, but the doors were shut tight against the blizzard.

Not a single person was walking on the road. Still, the two of them were full of energy. They bundled up securely in hats and scarves to keep the snow from getting down their necks, then checked each other's outfits.

With a nod of approval, they took a step onto the road.

"This way."

Akina pointed to a road that ran alongside the tracks to the left of the station, taking Tsukie's hand as she led the way. Having lived here until last spring, her steps were sure and steady.

Tsukie, on the other hand, found everything along the road novel and fascinating, her head swiveling as she took in her surroundings. For Tsukie, who had grown up in Sapporo, the different sights and smells of a new town were incredibly fresh. A strange feeling washed over her as she thought, *So this is where Akina was born.*

The road along the tracks led straight to a crossing. Just as the warning bells began to ring, the two of them stopped. A hulking, black-steel snowplow, looking like something out of a giant robot story, came thundering toward them.

"Whoa!"

Overwhelmed by its sheer power, they instinctively stumbled back several steps. The mass of iron charged forward, carving through the snow piled on the tracks and throwing it to either side. The displaced snow shot into the air, swirling into a vortex that engulfed the two girls standing by the crossing gate.

"Aah!"

The girls turned their backs to the tracks and clung to each other, waiting patiently for the whirlwind of snow to settle.

"It's a tornado!" Tsukie said, now covered head to toe in white.

"We saw something amazing. Something to brag about, huh?"

Akina was just as white. They looked at each other's snowy figures and burst into laughter. Once the gate went up, they crossed the tracks and started walking toward Naganuma.

As they walked through the snow, a row of large, brick storehouses came into view on the left side of the road. Their imposing construction made Tsukie stop in her tracks and look up. Two windows high up looked like eyes, and a smaller, hooded window in the middle below them was a nose. The entrance at the bottom looked like a mouth.

The brick buildings, looming darkly in the snow, looked just like a devil's castle, or perhaps a restaurant from a fairytale that eats travelers who lose their way on a stormy night. It seemed as if the rusty latch on the double doors of the entrance could give way at any moment, and a giant tongue would leap out from within.

"Scary. Maybe there's a sign that says, 'Please smear butter in your ears.'"

"So scary. It probably says, 'Please enter my stomach.'"

The imaginative girls quickened their pace, pushing forward through the snowy path with all their might. But even though they tried to hurry, they couldn't seem to get away from the devil's castle. They kept looking back, repeating, "It's so scary."

While fleeing the devil's castle, they came to a bridge. It was the Umaoi Bridge, which spanned the Yubari River. They crossed it by huddling close to the railing, trying to hide from the biting wind that swept across the exposed structure.

After crossing the bridge and walking a little farther, they came to a narrow path that turned to the left. It was a raised road, like an embankment along the river. The moment they stepped onto it, a fierce wind whipped up the powdery snow, creating a ground blizzard that reduced visibility to near zero.

In heavy-snow regions, the snow falls from the ground as well as the sky.

The two of them gripped each other's hands tightly and huddled together for warmth.

Tsukie fought back the words "Are we there yet?" that had risen to her throat. Instead, she made a suggestion.

"Let's play the music box."

Akina must have been feeling a little scared too, because she immediately agreed. She took the lighter-shaped music box from her pocket and, with numb fingers, began to wind the key. Her hands were so cold that she only wound it halfway before Tsukie took over and wound the rest. Then she put it back in her pocket, and they walked on as the music played.

Though nearly drowned out by the howling wind, the music box in her pocket continued to play its gentle melody. Listening to it, their spirits gradually lifted, and their steps grew stronger.

"Just a little more, just a little more," they encouraged each other, pressing on one step at a time. They trudged onward with all their might, their small boots threatening to get stuck in the deep snow beneath their feet, their eyes narrowed against the snow blowing into their faces.

Before long, a two-story house came into view ahead.

"Ah!"

Akina cried out. Tsukie instinctively looked up. A blast of snow hit her full in the face, and her cheeks stung as if they'd been cut.

"It's behind that house. My house is just beyond it."

Tsukie was so relieved she felt like she might collapse right there on the spot. Though she hadn't said it out loud, she had been terrified they were lost. If they'd gotten lost in this blizzard, no one would have ever found them.

"Let's run!"

Tsukie grabbed Akina's hand and started running. The feet inside her boots were so cold they had lost all feeling. Still, they ran.

She wanted to see the happy reunion between Akina and her father as soon as possible. The music box playing in her pocket seemed to be cheering them on.

At first, the two houses had blended together, but as they got closer, they could see another house of the same shape behind the first two-story building. It was public housing for the Hokkaido Prefectural Central Agricultural Experiment Station. As they stepped between the two buildings, it felt much warmer than it had on the exposed riverbank.

"I wonder what time it is."

Akina suddenly asked. But there were no clocks anywhere.

"I don't know, but the clock at the station hadn't reached twelve yet. Why?"

"Papa comes home for his lunch break to eat, so I was wondering if he's still here."

In facilities where work and home were close, it was common for people to go home for lunch. Besides, you had to go all the way to Kuriyama to find any restaurants, and car ownership wasn't yet widespread. Going home for lunch was probably the easiest option.

They had left the station a little before twelve.

"Oh, right. I hope he's here."

Tsukie prompted Akina, her heart pounding with excitement. Akina nodded, her cheeks flushed bright red, and approached the front door. She stood on her tiptoes, stretching as far as she could to reach the doorbell next to the door.

At that exact moment, the door opened with a *click*. Akina hurriedly stepped back to avoid getting hit.

"Bye-bye, Papa!"

"Right. Be a good girl."

A man emerged, sent off by a child's voice. He was tall and wore glasses, bundled up in a fluffy jacket and boots that came up to his knees.

Startled by his sudden appearance, Akina froze, staring up at the man, at a loss for words. The door slowly closed behind him.

The man looked down at Akina with a surprised expression. He must have been wondering whose children had shown up on a day like this, looking like little snowmen.

"Are you here to see Sakiko?"

Akina shook her head from side to side. It was easy to guess that Sakiko was the name of the child who had just said goodbye.

"Akina-chan..."

Tsukie took a step closer to Akina and gently took her hand, her eyes fixed warily on the man.

"Akina?"

The man's expression changed. Akina, looking down, might not have seen it, but Tsukie saw the emotion that flickered across his face in that instant and felt as if a lead rod had been shoved into her chest. What appeared on the man's face wasn't joy, but bewilderment—or rather, the agitation of someone who'd just had a nuisance land on their doorstep.

"Papa..."

Akina called out in a small, thin voice. Her hand squeezed Tsukie's so tightly it hurt.

Tsukie knew that Akina was desperately trying to hold back tears.

"Hey, wait a minute. Why? Is it really you, Akina? What about Akemi? What are you doing here?"

"She came to see you, of course!"

Unable to bear it any longer, Tsukie shouted. Startled by her loud voice, the man flapped his hands about in a fluster.

"D-Don't shout like that. Look, this is a problem. And you are? Akina's friend? If so, I'm sorry, but could you please take Akina and go home? Sakiko doesn't know about Akina. Don't you think it would be cruel? For her to suddenly find out about such a complex situation?"

The lead rod in her chest twisted, gouging the wound wider.

"Am I... not your daughter anymore, Papa?"

Akina looked up at the man with tear-filled eyes.

The man was speechless, looking down at Akina. He was a timid man, unable to either confirm or deny it.

"But you gave me the music box, right? For my birthday. You wrote on the card, 'Congratulations on starting elementary school this year,' didn't you?"

She pulled the music box from her pocket and held it out to the man. Her small, numb hand was trembling.

"Well..."

The man shook his head, looking troubled. That gesture made it clear: he wasn't the one who had given her the music box. Her mother, Akemi, had probably said so to make Akina happy.

Akina threw the music box to the ground and ran off as fast as she could. Startled, Tsukie instinctively began searching for the music box now buried in the snow. After picking up the silver music box from the snow, she turned to the man, who was standing there helplessly, and screamed with all her might.

"You idiot!"

Then Tsukie ran after Akina.

She had never imagined it would turn out like this. All she had wanted was to let Akina see her father, to see Akina's happy face...

But perhaps if she had thought about it, she would have realized what kind of man a father who never once came to visit his sick, hospitalized daughter would be.

Tsukie was still young. Her own father was always kind, always held her warmly whenever she felt lonely and snuggled up to him. She had just assumed Akina's father would be the same.

She had believed that was what a father was.

The entire area was covered in snow, and Tsukie had already lost all sense of direction. She just desperately chased after the girl in the red overcoat running ahead of her. She called her name over and over until her voice was hoarse. But running made her lungs fill with cold air, and she couldn't get the words out properly.

Tsukie was crying as she ran. Akina was probably crying, too. Her tears froze on her eyes, and when she blinked, thin slivers of ice cracked. White frost clung to her eyelashes, making it hard to see.

But the tears kept coming, one after another, and freezing.

"Akina-chaaan!"

Tsukie stopped and screamed. She sucked in a lungful of cold wind and started coughing violently. But she didn't stop shouting.

"Don't cry alone! Let's cry together!"

Amidst the biting wind and ground blizzard, perhaps her voice reached Akina, or perhaps her heart did. Akina suddenly stopped and turned to look back at Tsukie. Though still coughing, Tsukie started running toward her. Akina, in turn, ran back toward Tsukie.

Stumbling and nearly falling in the slushy snow, the two girls ran desperately toward each other and held on tightly.

Their faces a mess of tears and snot, they wailed and sobbed aloud.

It felt as if they were enclosed by cold, white walls, all alone in the entire world.



    Chapter 14

    The Girl Whispering Love in a Corner of the World

    The two girls were trudging along the railroad tracks.

After running frantically while crying, they had found themselves in an unfamiliar place in the snow when they finally came to their senses. The area was originally vast farmland, suitable for an agricultural experiment station, with very few houses. In a blizzard with zero visibility, even a grown adult could easily lose their way.

Somehow, though, the two of them had managed to find the tracks and had started walking alongside them. If they followed the railway, no matter which direction they went, they should eventually reach a station where people were.

The snow was falling harder now, and the wind was so cold it seemed to freeze them to the core. They had lost feeling in their hands and feet long ago, and so much snow had piled up on them that their red coats were almost completely white.

They didn't say a word, just held each other's hands tightly.

In a pocket, the music box played faintly. It might not have been a gift from Akina's father, but it was still their treasure, no matter what.

A train's headlamp approached from ahead, and the two of them scrambled off the tracks. When they stepped off the slightly elevated railway, they sank nearly halfway into a snowdrift. Still, they had to get out of the way. On a snowy day with poor visibility like this, they could be hit by the train and killed.

Buried in the snow beside the tracks, they looked up at the clattering train as its two-toned cream and red body flowed past.

Before they had boarded that train to come here, they had been so happy, so excited. Their small hearts had been swelling with the thrill of their first great adventure.

Tsukie squeezed Akina's hand again and braced herself to climb back onto the tracks.

"Wait a second."

It was the first time Akina had spoken in a long while. Startled, Tsukie turned to see Akina taking the music box from her pocket, trying to wind it.

"Let me. I'll wind it."

Tsukie took off her gloves, holding one in her mouth, and took the frigid music box. Her fingertips were so numb she could barely wind the key. But with her bright red fingers, Tsukie put on a brave face and turned it.

In that instant.

*SNAP!*

With a surprisingly loud noise, the key suddenly spun backward.

*Huh?* Thinking this, Tsukie tried to wind it again, but the catch that was supposed to stop it after each turn was gone. One turn, and the spring's tension would just spin the key right back. She tried again and again, but the result was the same.

Akina gently cupped Tsukie's hands as she desperately tried to wind the key.

"It's broken, isn't it?"

Akina said it matter-of-factly, without anger or blame.

"I'll fix it! I promise, I'll fix it and give it back to you, Akina-chan!"

Tsukie cried out, her voice like a scream. The father they had so eagerly met had been cold, the music box wasn't even from him, and now, the one thing they had decided to cherish as their treasure was broken...

"Okay. But it's fine. You should keep it, Tsukie-chan."

"Akina-chan..."

"Come on, let's go. The station should be close."

Putting her freezing gloves back on, Akina climbed onto the tracks. Tsukie, unable to forget the sound of the spring snapping by her ear, was on the verge of tears.

*Maybe if I had wound it more gently, it wouldn't have broken. Maybe if we hadn't kept playing it over and over in the cold, it wouldn't have broken. Maybe if I hadn't butted in and said I'd wind it, it wouldn't have broken.* A swirl of "maybes" churned inside her, fiercely blaming herself.

"Tsukie-chan."

As Tsukie held back tears, Akina called to her in a small voice.

"I'm sorry, Tsukie-chan. You cried so much because of me. So you don't have to cry anymore... Because I like it best when I'm laughing with you... I love you most, Tsukie-chan... so I want you to smile..."

"Akina-chan..."

Unable to hold back her emotions, Tsukie threw her arms around Akina. Akina, looking a little embarrassed, smiled and gave Tsukie a quick peck on the forehead. Both her lips and Tsukie's forehead were as cold as ice, almost numb, but Tsukie felt her cheeks grow hot.

"Tsukie-chan... I love you..."

With those words, Akina's deathly pale face broke into a soft smile. It was a smile so fleeting, it seemed as if she might vanish into the snow.

Suddenly, Akina's weight fell into Tsukie's arms. The sudden heaviness was too much to support, and Akina's body crumpled onto the snow.

"Akina-chan! Akina-chan!"

No matter how many times she called her name, no matter how hard she shook her, Akina didn't open her eyes. Tsukie completely lost her senses, screaming Akina's name over and over again.



    Chapter 15

    The Lingering Scent of the Banquet

    Several days later, Tsukie woke up in her own home.

At first, she thought it had all been a dream. But the calendar in the living room had somehow turned to April, and her hands and feet were wrapped in bandages that ached slightly.

Her mother and Hinako were home. She was told Hinako had been discharged from the hospital at the end of March.

When she asked, "What about Akina-chan?" she was told, "You two were rescued by an old man who was taking a walk around Kita-Naganuma station."

A walk around the station... on a day with that much snow...

She suddenly remembered the old man she had met on the train—the one who had gotten on at Namporo and off at Soyo. He had said he gets on and off at every station to explore the area. It seemed they had been lucky enough to be found by him.

"That grandpa told me stories about the locomotive. It was pretty interesting."

"I see..."

Just as her mother gave a vague nod, Hinako started to cry, and her mother went to her side.

It was already late, so Tsukie ate some soft rice porridge and went to bed, deciding to visit Akina tomorrow.



    Chapter 16

    The Broken Seal

    "Mom! Hey, Mom!"

Shaken awake by small hands, Tsukie opened her eyes. She must have fallen asleep on the sofa.

"Why are you crying?"

Mayu climbed onto her lap and wiped away the tears on Tsukie's cheeks with her little hands.

She had been having a long dream. It was the memory of a young girl, a memory she had sealed away in her heart as a child.

Tsukie could finally remember the rest of the dream she had been having off and on.

Perhaps losing her father had brought the reality of death closer, allowing her to remember that girl.

On that day, the train carrying the two girls had been running toward death.

Cradled by the pleasant rhythm of the hanging straps, carrying the smiles of two oblivious girls, it had been running toward death. It was a memory of an inescapable end. It had been so painful, so sad, that she had locked it deep within her heart all this time.

Akina, who had journeyed with her that day, had developed pneumonia which led to heart failure. She had passed away quietly while Tsukie was asleep.

Her mother had tried to explain Akina's illness and condition, but at the time, Tsukie could barely understand. All she knew for certain was that she had recklessly taken Akina from the hospital, and because of that, Akina had died. If she hadn't forced her to endure the blizzard, Akina might have lived, might have laughed, for a few more years, or even a few more months.

Trying to make Akina happy, thinking she could protect her—it was all the arrogant fantasy of a naive child. Because of the reckless adventure she had planned, Akina had learned a truth she never needed to know, and her heart had been torn to shreds. She might have even lost the will to live.

It was all her fault. She was the one who had shattered Akina's hope into pieces and killed her.

Akina's illness was a congenital chromosomal abnormality. Human cells have forty-six chromosomes, normally consisting of twenty-two pairs of autosomes and two sex chromosomes. A chromosomal abnormality occurs when there are too many or too few of a certain chromosome, or a part of one. This abnormality is often caused by an improper separation of chromosomes.

Normally, chromosomes form pairs of two. When there is only one, it's called monosomy; three is trisomy, four is tetrasomy, and five is pentasomy. A normal pair of two, by the way, is called disomy.

Most chromosomal abnormalities do not result in normal development and lead to miscarriage, but among those that result in live births, 21-trisomy (Down syndrome) is the most common, followed by 18-trisomy (Edwards syndrome) and 13-trisomy (Patau syndrome). However, individuals with 18-trisomy or 13-trisomy do not live for long.

Akina's case was 8 Trisomy Mosaic Syndrome (Warkany Syndrome), a condition said to affect one in fifty thousand people. It was a complex disorder in which 8-trisomy and 8-disomy cells coexisted within the same individual. It was a case that had only first been identified in 1971, when Akina was three, through chromosome banding techniques. It was said to occur when nondisjunction of chromosomes happens during the early cleavage of a fertilized egg, resulting in a mosaic.

A characteristic of 8 Trisomy Mosaic, unlike other chromosomal abnormalities, is that intellectual development can often be unaffected. Akina's IQ was also within the normal range. However, physical abnormalities were similar to those in other chromosomal disorders and were wide-ranging, including congenital heart diseases like ventricular septal defects, renal dysfunction, syndactyly, and malignant tumors.

Incidentally, Akina's eye condition was caused by a cancer called Retinoblastoma. She was also susceptible to developing conditions like Acute Myelogenous Leukemia and Myelodysplastic Syndromes. The reason her hospital discharge had been canceled was due to suspicion of these.

Life expectancy depends on the severity of accompanying congenital malformations, and it's not uncommon for patients to die early due to heart failure or infections.

"...I have to find the music box..."

Tsukie felt like she was drowning in the vivid phantoms of her past, which came rushing back like a tsunami. She hugged her daughter on her lap tightly. The solid warmth of that small being overlapped with the coldness of the girl she held in her memory, and her chest tightened.



    Chapter 17

    The Train to Heaven

    When she was told Akina had died, Tsukie became an empty shell, staring blankly into space. She shut herself in the house, spending her days gazing at the broken music box.

She was sure that the music box had died along with Akina.

Strangely, no tears came. Her feelings were too profound to be washed away by crying and wailing.

Even so, as the frostbitten tips of her fingers and toes began to heal, bringing with them an almost unbearable itch, she couldn't help but feel time flowing on without Akina. Tsukie was alive, and her fingers and toes would heal completely. The time when they had felt each other's warmth with numb hands would never return.

She would never be able to touch Akina's hand again. Never again...

When she thought to ask about Akina's funeral, her mother told her it had all happened while Tsukie was sick in bed with a fever. Her mother said she had offered incense in Tsukie's place.

"Do you want to go visit Akina-chan's house?"

Her mother asked hesitantly. Tsukie silently shook her head.

There was no point in going to a house where Akina no longer was.

Tsukie didn't even know how Akina had lived in that place. More than that, she wanted to remember what Akina was like on that day—how she had laughed, how she had talked, what she had seen, how she had cried. She wanted to hold on to it, so she wouldn't forget.

She wanted to confirm for herself the details of Akina's last day, a day only she knew.

When her mother took Hinako out to shop for dinner, Tsukie put on the red boots from that day and went outside. Tucked in her pocket was the now-silent music box.

Having been cooped up inside for over a week, she hadn't realized it, but the air outside already smelled of spring. The snow was gone from the roads, and the wind was gentle. It felt a little embarrassing to walk on the dry road in boots, but she walked on without paying it any mind.

Her destination was set. It was Sapporo Station.

She bought a single ticket where they had bought two, passed through the ticket gate alone where they had passed together, and boarded the train for Asahikawa alone where they had boarded together. It was a quiet journey, with no one to talk to.

That day had been so much fun, everything had seemed to shine so brightly, because Akina was with her. Because Akina was smiling.

She quietly put her hand in her pocket and clutched the music box.

Getting off at Nopporo Station, she headed for platform three to transfer to the swaying Yubari Railway.

But the platform looked different from before.

Several station employees were taking down signs and cleaning up. There was no one waiting for a train. Puzzled, she looked around until a station worker spoke to her.

"What's wrong, little miss?"

"I'm here to ride the train," Tsukie answered. The station worker looked troubled.

"Oh, that's a problem. Are you alone, little miss? You see, the trains here stopped running after March thirty-first."

"What?"

Today was April fifth. That couldn't be...

"Only freight trains are running now. That's why we're cleaning up like this."

Tsukie couldn't immediately grasp that the train that had been carrying passengers just a short while ago was no longer running.

"Why?"

"Why...? Hmm... It's just been decided. It's hard to explain in a way you'd understand, little miss."

 The Yubari Railway had been established by the Hokkaido Colliery and Steamship Co. to transport coal from the Yubari Coalfield to Otaru. They also focused on passenger service, introducing Hokkaido's first diesel railcar in 1952 and its first hydraulic diesel railcar the following year to increase speed. However, starting around 1962, freight transport began to decline with the downturn of the coal industry. In addition, the development of bus routes, the spread of private cars, and a decreasing population led to a sharp drop in passenger transport. Passenger service was suspended at the end of March 1974, and the entire line was decommissioned at the end of March the following year, following the closure of the Hokutan-Heiwa Mine, the last operating mine along the line.

Tsukie stepped out into the town of Nopporo as dusk began to fall. Leaving the station, she walked along the tracks of the Yubari Railway Line that she and Akina had traveled that day.

Just outside the station, there was only a small fence, making it easy to get onto the tracks. She walked along the rails, balancing like she was on a beam.

"*Katan-katan-katan... cha-cha-cha...*"

She remembered how she and Akina had swayed from side to side, giving themselves over to the rhythm of the train car. The rhythm of the hand straps, swaying and returning, returning and swaying.

She felt as if Akina were still on that train. That train, which no longer ran, had gone to the same place as Akina.

The train had died, too. And she had killed it all.

That's why she could no longer ride that train, and why she could no longer see Akina.

Trudging along the tracks, she looked up at the smoke from a brick factory by the railway. When people die, they are cremated and become smoke. They rise as smoke to heaven. *I wonder if Akina made it to heaven*, she thought, looking up at the red evening sky.

*Akina's going to heaven on a train, so she must have gotten there faster than anyone else,* she thought. In the red sky above, she thought she could see Akina's face, peering out the window of the Yubari Railway train.

"Akina-chan..."

She realized tears were streaming down her cheeks. The tears that had been as dry as a desert, even after hearing that Akina had died.

"Akina-chan... Akina-chan... Akina-chan..."

Tsukie started running, as if chasing the train ascending to heaven. She ran with all her might along the tracks. No matter how fast she ran, no matter how loudly she called, the train didn't wait, and there was no way her hands could reach the train in the sky.

Still, she chased it with all her might. She hadn't even had a chance to say a proper goodbye. She hadn't been able to tell her the countless 'thank yous,' the even more numerous 'I'm sorrys,' or the overflowing 'I love yous'...

But Akina was gone. Had Akina started her journey with a sad heart? Had her father's rejection and the snow stripped her of all hope? Is that why she had left without saying anything to Tsukie?

The more she thought about how sad, how painful, how much Akina must have suffered, the more heartbroken she became, and it felt as if her own small heart would break into a million pieces.

After running until her heart felt like it would burst, Tsukie's foot caught on a railroad tie, and she tumbled onto the tracks. The hard, sharp gravel left numerous scrapes on her skin.

Tsukie sat slumped on the tracks and looked up at the sky. The sky that had been the color of sunset just moments before was now a dark gray, and the Yubari Railway train carrying Akina was nowhere to be seen.

Still looking at the sky, Tsukie began to bawl like a faucet with a broken handle. She cried and cried until it felt as if all the water in her body would flow out.

She didn't know how long she had been crying, but the dim sky had turned completely dark. Tsukie sat on the tracks, utterly exhausted in body and spirit. She didn't have the energy to stand up. Just then, she heard someone's voice in her ear.

"Hey, shorty."

Thinking it might be a trick of her ears, Tsukie slowly turned her head.

"Finally done crying? Shorty."

*Shorty this, shorty that*, she thought, a little annoyed at the rude kid. Apparently, she still had the energy to get angry even at a time like this.

"I don't know what's up, but a freight train is coming. You'll get run over if you stay there."

The one pulling her arm as he spoke was a boy who looked to be in the upper years of elementary school. When he said that, she focused on the tracks ahead and could feel the rumbling of a moving mass of iron coming from the distance, like the trembling of the earth. Pulled by the boy, Tsukie finally managed to stand up. She staggered to the side of the tracks and turned to look at the approaching freight train.

A black steam locomotive rushed past, spewing gray smoke and white steam. It was pulling a long, long line of cars loaded with coal.

"Whoa. But this freight train will be gone soon, too, huh."

The boy muttered, then looked down at Tsukie.

"Why were you crying in a place like that? Where are your parents?"

"My friend died. I came because I wanted to ride the last train we rode together, but the train was dead, too."

The boy let out a low groan.

"Hmm. Well then, you should hold a memorial service for her."

"A memorial?"

"It's when you pray at the grave of someone who's died."

"I don't know where her grave is."

"Then make one."

"Huh?"

"It can be anything. Pick a spot and pray. Think really hard about her. That's all you can do, right?"

Perhaps because crying until she felt she would melt had given her a sense of closure, the boy's simple words slipped into Tsukie's heart more easily than any words of comfort could have. Tsukie looked around restlessly.

They were already near the Hokkai Koki-mae station. At the end of the platform, Tsukie spotted a particularly tall semaphore signal. It was the type of signal that used a rectangular board called an arm, which moved up and down to indicate 'go' or 'stop' to the trains based on its angle and color. For some reason, its height seemed close to heaven.

"I'll do it there."

As soon as she said it, Tsukie ran over and started digging at the base of the signal with her hands. The boy followed and crouched down beside her.

"What are you doing?"

Tsukie showed him the music box.

"It's a music box. It was our precious treasure, but I broke it, so maybe that's why Akina-chan died. I was thinking, if I bury it here, maybe it'll reach heaven."

"Stupid. A friend doesn't die just because you broke a music box. But hey, if it makes you feel better, why not bury it here and pray?"

Comforting her in his own gruff way, the boy helped her dig the hole. Soon, they had dug a hole deep enough to bury the music box. Tsukie wrapped the music box in her handkerchief and gently placed it in the hole.

As she covered it with dirt, Tsukie murmured Akina's name over and over again. She pressed her mud-caked hands together and bowed her head in prayer.

*This time, I pray that Akina-chan can live happily in heaven...*

"Do you think Akina-chan isn't in pain anymore?"

She looked up at the boy beside her.

"She went to heaven, right? She's happy, for sure."

"For sure?"

"Yeah."

Seeing his confident expression, Tsukie felt a sense of relief and gave a small nod.

"...Yeah."

In the darkness, the tall white pole of the signal glowed faintly.



    Chapter 18

    A Graveside Visit, Thirty Years Later

    Thirty years later, the Nopporo Station where Tsukie arrived had a south exit that hadn't existed back then.

To the left of the south exit was a bicycle parking area. As Tsukie gazed at the rows of neatly arranged bicycles, she fondly recalled, *This is about where the Yubari Railway's third platform used to be.*

Of course, there was no trace of the rails that had once been there. As she ambled toward the former Hokkai Koki-mae station where she had buried the music box, she saw a sign for a street that branched off to the right: Konan Street.

The feel of this road was somehow familiar.

*Could this be the road built over the tracks where I ran, crying, chasing the train to heaven?* Of course, the surrounding buildings had changed, but something about it seemed to overlap with the scenery of that day, and Tsukie quickened her pace.

Then, she spotted a familiar tall, white pole in the distance and stopped dead in her tracks.

It was the semaphore signal where she had buried the music box that day.

Wondering why such a thing would be left in the middle of a sidewalk, Tsukie broke into a run. There, on the sidewalk next to the still-operating Hokkai Koki steel plant, stood the semaphore signal, its time frozen with the stop arm extended horizontally. However, it was now carefully preserved on a handsomely built stone foundation, and next to it stood an explanatory signboard erected by Ebetsu City.

Most likely, the music box buried at the base of the signal had been lost somewhere when this area was developed. The Yubari Railway was so much a thing of the past that this had become a tourist spot.

And yet, the signal from that day alone remained, looking down on the flow of time.

What had she intended to do, coming back to this place now? Was she planning to dig up the music box she had buried? And then, entrust it to her father, who would be going to the sky tomorrow, to deliver to Akina? She knew full well that doing something like that would accomplish nothing.

No. The truth was, she simply couldn't stay still. She had wanted to gently re-examine the feelings for her childhood friend that she had sealed away deep in her heart due to the overwhelming pain. For the ill-fated Akina, and for the her who could do nothing but cry.

It was, without a doubt, love... It was a young and precarious feeling, but with every fiber of her small being, she had loved her.

Tsukie gave a wry smile at herself for impulsively coming to a place like this, having left a house busy with preparations for a wake. It was as if she hadn't changed at all since she was six.

No, perhaps after that incident, Tsukie had become a "good girl," obedient to adults and never causing trouble. She had probably become afraid of acting recklessly and causing something irreversible to happen again.

Tsukie looked up at the signal, now beautifully coated in white paint, and let out a long, thin breath. Just then, a single car drove down Konan Street, which didn't have much traffic, from the direction of Nopporo. She paid it no mind and continued to gaze at the signal, but then she sensed the car had stopped a little ahead. There were no shops or anything in particular here. Curious, she glanced toward the car and saw the rear passenger door open.

A child's red boot peeked out from the open door. Tsukie was so shocked she froze on the spot. The red boots the girls had worn that day were still vividly burned into her memory.

A girl in red boots got out of the car. Dressed in a bright red coat, she ran toward Tsukie with a cheerful smile.

*—Akina-chan...?*

For a moment, her breath caught in her throat.

"Mama!"

That young voice brought Tsukie back to reality. The one running toward her was her daughter, Mayu. Tsukie herself had bought her the red coat and boots.

"Mayu!"

She hugged her daughter, who had run up to her out of breath, and nuzzled her cheek. Her gaze shifted to her husband, Tetsuro, who had gotten out of the car.

"How did you know this place?"

Tsukie had only left the house saying she was stepping out for a bit. She didn't remember ever telling her husband about this place. In fact, it was a fateful place that Tsukie herself had completely forgotten about.

"You told Mayu you were going to look for a music box, right?"

"Did I...? I guess I might have."

Tetsuro looked up at the signal beside them.

"I'm surprised this is still here."

"Huh?"

As Tsukie puzzled over the meaning of his words, Tetsuro patted her head, stroking it gently as if calming a child. Surprised by the gesture, Tsukie instinctively pulled back.

"Why are you patting my head?"

She found herself looking up at him warily. Her husband, in contrast, had a calm expression.

"Why? It's calming, isn't it? Mayu seems to feel safe when I pat her head."

"Don't lump me in with a six-year-old."

"I'll stop if you don't like it."

Tsukie pouted.

"...I don't dislike it."

She said it under her breath, then leaned against Tetsuro's shoulder.

She probably would never come to this place again. The journey of those two girls, who had only looked straight ahead, had ended here.



    Chapter 19

    To the Girls Who Lived to the Fullest That Day

    After her father's funeral, an elderly woman came to visit Tsukie.

She said she had seen the obituary in the newspaper and, after some hesitation, had come because there was something she absolutely had to tell her. The woman introduced herself as Saito Akemi. She was Akina's mother.

"She said she didn't get to see her papa, but that the train trip was fun."

Akemi relayed Akina's last words.

"What? She didn't see him?"

"Yes. That's what she said. But when she passed away and I contacted my ex-husband, I found out that they had actually met. To think he wouldn't even hug his own daughter who had come to see him in such a snowstorm... But Akina never said a word about that. She just said it was fun. She kept wondering when Tsukie-chan's cold would get better. And how she wanted to play together soon. Right up until the end, that's all she repeated. You see, since she was born, she spent most of her time in the hospital and never had any friends her own age. You were her first and last friend. Every day, Akina would talk about nothing but you... No matter how painful the tests or how hard the treatments were, she did her best for those moments she could spend playing with you. I think in those few short months she got to know you, she received a lifetime's worth of happiness."

Had thirty years finally allowed Akina's mother to speak calmly about her daughter's final days? Akemi, who had hesitated to visit, and Tsukie, who had sealed it away in her heart, had both carried the same pain that would not easily heal.

Akemi probably hadn't wanted to see Tsukie. It must have been painful to see a healthy Tsukie. Knowing this, Tsukie couldn't help but apologize.

"But if I hadn't pushed her so hard that day, she wouldn't have passed away so suddenly... She wouldn't have had to feel so sad, and she could have gone on believing that music box was a present from her father... I'm so sorry. I did something unforgivable."

Akemi quietly shook her head.

"It was a miracle that she lived as long as she did, that she could walk on her own two feet and live like a normal child. By then, signs of leukemia were already showing, and it was only a matter of time before she wouldn't be able to leave a sterile room. For her, I think the most painful thing would have been not being able to hold hands or hug you anymore. So, maybe it was a blessing that she was able to pass away without much suffering, with only happy memories in her heart."

"I didn't know any of that... Akina-chan was always smiling, so I had no idea she was going through something so difficult... That's why I so easily took her out into the snow..."

"Don't blame yourself or apologize to me. I came here to tell you the words I couldn't say to you thirty years ago."

Akemi took Tsukie's hand.

"Tsukie-chan, thank you for treating Akina as an equal until the very end. Thank you for being her friend. Thank you for creating one last memory of the outside world for her."

"An equal?"

Tsukie murmured, stunned.

"Yes. Because she had an incurable disease from birth, she was always treated specially, wherever she went. She was always surrounded by adults, and even when she played, the other person was always being careful around her. But you were different. If Akina was being selfish like she usually was, you would stop talking to her, wouldn't you?"

"Ah, well..."

Tsukie gave an embarrassed smile. Akemi smiled too.

"That's how it should be. That's how you become friends. You two fought a lot, didn't you? On those days, she would worry until late at night that you wouldn't come back anymore. But the next day, you'd come with a cute notepad or some stickers, and Akina would fall asleep hugging them... She was happy, in her own way. And you were the one who gave her that happiness."

*She was happy, in her own way...* Those words resonated deep within Tsukie's heart. *Was Akina happy, really? Is it really okay for me to believe that...?*

"Um... about the music box..."

Tsukie began hesitantly.

"I broke the spring... I promised Akina-chan I would fix it for her, but I didn't make it in time... I buried it along the abandoned tracks of the Yubari Railway we traveled on together. Actually, I went to look for it, but I couldn't find it anymore..."

"Is that so... But that music box was a treasure for the two of you, wasn't it? If you buried it in a place full of memories, perhaps that's for the best."

With a distant look in her eyes, Akina's mother said this and then left. She, too, had probably come to find some closure for her own feelings. To confirm that her daughter's life had not been in vain.

That was how much of a continuous struggle living had been for Akina. No parent can bear to watch their child suffer. Now a mother herself, Tsukie could understand Akemi's feelings as a mother.

How much must Akemi have envied Tsukie's health? How much must she have wished for her own child's recovery? Even knowing it was a wish that could not be granted, she must not have been able to stop wishing.

That mother would probably live the rest of her life thinking of her deceased daughter. Just as she had done until now, she would continue to do so.

Tsukie felt that she would probably never see her again.

Tsukie wondered if, someday, when Mayu lost her way in life, she would be able to tell her the story of those two girls. How strongly they had been connected, how earnestly and straightforwardly they had lived.

And yet, how that single-mindedness had led to such an irreversible tragedy.

And about the boy who had helped her bury the music box. Surely her daughter would also be able to glean something from that story.

Tsukie gently stroked the head of her daughter, who had come to cling to her waist. She was about to start elementary school, the same age as the girls on that day.

"Mama, it's a sunset."

Mayu pointed at the sky.

Looking up, she saw a deep red sunset, the same as on the day she had cried while chasing the train to heaven, staining the western sky.


Curtain


