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The Children’s Day I Spent Inside Totto—Chan

On the last night of May, I finished reading Totto—Chan: The Little Girl at the
Window. The next morning was Children’s Day. As I rode the tram to school, a green
tram flashed past the window, and at once I thought of Tomoe School. All day long,
Totto—Chan stayed in my mind.

The classrooms at Tomoe were real trams. Six seats were the old bench seats, and
a clock hung from the roof. On the first day, the teacher made only one request:
start with whichever subject you like best. So some children did math, some read
stories, and one leaned on the window sill watching the trams outside. Our Children’s
Day meant watching shows in the classroom and eating snacks. I think the children at

Tomoe would have stayed in their tram classroom that day too, studying why trams
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cannot run to the sea.

The sports meet was the most fun part of the book. It was held a week after
Children’s Day, and the headmaster let the smallest child stand in the front row.
Totto—Chan was the shortest girl, yet she won every event. The high jump was the
funniest: the bar went up until no other child could clear it, and only then did it
be Totto—Chan’s turn. He rose on tiptoe, bent low, ducked his head, and slipped
under. The prizes were vegetables such as daikon and eggplant. Totto—Chan was

overjoyed. She had never seen a sports meet give away vegetables.

On Children’s Day I acted in a classroom play as a tree, with only one line:
Spring has come. During rehearsals I felt a little wronged. Why should a tree speak?
But on the day of the show, my mother clapped hard from the audience. I did not
understand then why she clapped for a tree. Now, thinking of Tomoe, I begin to
understand: at that school, the headmaster always said everyone mattered the same,
and the child playing a tree and the child playing the prince received the same

applause.

Then there was the headmaster. Every time Totto—Chan got into trouble, he only
asked her to say everything she wanted to say. Once she talked for four hours, and he
never interrupted once. When she finished, he said only: You are a lovely girl. 1
counted, and he said this to Totto—Chan many times. Every time I read this part, 1
stop and think: if our headmaster listened to me all the way through once, I would
have so much to say, from the pencil case I forgot that morning to the new stationery

shop downstairs.

When I closed the book, a line of cars outside honked as they passed. It suddenly
struck me: if only our Children’s Day could be like the day at Tomoe. No rehearsals,
no contests over who behaves best. Everyone could do what Totto—Chan did: first

choose one thing they love most, then spend the whole day playing at it in earnest.
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