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FOREWORD
 

KITSUNE
[image: ]: Mythological foxes found in Japanese tales and associated as messengers of Inari, god of rice and prosperity. Taking human form they often use their magic to both create mischief and help those in need.
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“Vast is the literature of the subject of foxes—ghostly foxes. Some of it is old as the eleventh century. In the ancient romances and the modern cheap novel, in historical traditions and in popular fairy-tales, foxes perform wonderful parts.

“There are very beautiful, very sad, and very terrible stories about foxes. There are legends of foxes discussed by great scholars, and legends of foxes known to every child in Japan.”

—Lafcadio Hearn,

Glimpses of Unfamiliar Japan
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I can’t believe it. I’m in Kyoto, Japan!

It was the perfect evening. Bamboo creaked around me, swaying in a cool breeze. The sounds of passing cars faded to obscurity. I felt as far from the civilized world as I could be though I was only a few blocks from the middle of a busy city.

Up ahead I saw a simple orange gate, nothing more than two poles joined at the top by two cross bars.

A torii gate!

I stood beneath it and stared into the space beyond. The gravel path ahead was a shadowed mystery weaving in and out of sight. I paused and glanced back behind me. It was already getting late and the light was fading. I should return to the house, but there was something drawing me closer down this unknown path.

There were weird things in all the books I’d read at home; stories of shape-shifting monsters, gods and demons. Walking alone, it was not hard to imagine that strange eyes might be watching me in the dark.

Heck, I’ve come this far! Why not see what’s up there?

Smiling, I breathed in deep. “I sure have traveled far.” Only a breath of wind answered me. “All those years of dreaming, and I’m finally here.”

As I stepped through the gate, a sudden movement like a flash of fire caught my eye. It was so quick I couldn’t see what it was, but as I turned to look, my foot caught an upturned root. I reached out to catch my fall, but it was too late. I hit the ground hard, sprawling in dirt within the shadow of the gate.

Gah! Stupid. That was stupid, Tobias Blackwood.

I gritted my teeth. The first thing I noticed was the sharp pain in my hands. My palms were stained with blood mixed with wet, sandy soil. I got to my feet and flexed my fingers.

Nothing broken.

I combed bruised fingers through the brown curls on my head.

Nothing broken there either.

I blinked as I tried to focus, but everything around me was a murky image.

Crud! I lost my glasses! They must have fallen off when I tripped. They’re probably somewhere on the ground nearby. Hopefully, they aren’t broken. Mom would kill me if I call and tell her that I’ve broken another pair.

“That was a spectacular tumble, Gaijin, one of the better ones I’ve seen.” It was a woman’s voice with a distinctive Japanese accent. I turned, startled by the suddenness of it.

Where’d she come from? I didn’t see or hear her come up behind me. I thought I was alone here!

She laughed softly and paused beside the gate. “Are you all right?”

“Yeah, I guess I should have been watching where I walked.” I squinted, just able to make out the shape of dark almond-shaped eyes, slim nose and cherry-pink lips. The rest was indistinct like something out of an impressionist painting of white clothes, peach skin and long flowing black hair.

“Could you lend a hand finding my glasses, please?”

“Oh, of course.” Light footsteps danced over the sandy path toward me. “What’s your name?”

“Tobias, Tobias Blackwood.”

“Welcome to Japan then, Tobias Blackwood.” She knelt down and joined in the search for my glasses. I noticed a distinct scent in the air, not of perfume but jasmine incense. “Westerners are common enough in Kyoto, but we don’t usually see them up here.”

“Well, I’m not a tourist if that’s what you mean.”

“Oh? Not a tourist?” She sounded genuinely surprised. “What are you doing so far from home?”

“I’m here teaching English. I came over here with a group called the Society of English Learners. I just arrived today.” I sighed. “This certainly isn’t a very good start to the trip.”

“I suppose not, but why were you all the way up here on the mountain, Gaijin?”

“I was looking for an adventure, I guess. It was a long fifteen hour flight, and I wanted to get out and into Kyoto. I’ve never been here before, so I decided to go exploring. The gate looked inviting, and I was curious to see what was up here.” I rubbed the back of my head in embarrassment. “Things were going smoothly on this adventure until now.”

“You look more like a librarian than an adventurer, Tobias Blackwood.” She chuckled again. “I hope your adventures don’t always start this inauspiciously.”

I flushed feeling awkward enough in front of this girl with my bulky orange coat. My jeans were too long with the cuffs practically covering my lucky red converse sneakers.

Are all Japanese girls this much of a tease?

I decided to try to change the subject. “You speak very good English, um, Miss …”

“Matsuri-san.” She stated. “Thank you. It’s not too often I get the chance to practice English. Do you speak any Japanese?”

“Not much, if anything.”

She mumbled to herself, “Orokana shōnen o, kokode wa subete no hōhōde wa arimasen nihongo o hanasu koto ga dekite imasu ka?”[1]

“I’m sorry?”

“Nothing, I’m just talking to myself. Ah, silly me. Here they are. I was sitting next to your glasses this whole time.”

She handed them over to me, and I heard something land by my feet.

“Thanks.” As my eyes came back into focus, I glanced down to see what had fallen and noticed three coins on the ground.

“Hey, did you drop these?” I looked up just in time to catch sight of her darting away.

Crud, was she trying to pickpocket me? Instinctively, I felt for my wallet. It was still there.

Wait a minute. I didn’t have any coins! Then these are hers after all!

“Hey, you dropped your money!” I shouted, picking them up. I tried to think of a few Japanese words I knew, but the word “stop” wasn’t among them. “Wait, please!”

I stumbled after her, but she was already halfway up the path. She wove in and out of bamboo, past stone statues huddled beneath moss and lichen.

She finally stopped, pausing at a large boulder before ducking behind it.

Finally!

I stumbled over small, broken branches, rounded the huge boulder and stopped dead still. The girl was gone. A fox stood a few yards away, soot black paws frozen in mid-step. Her rusty orange coat flickered against the dark backdrop of the forest. She did not flee when she saw me, just stood and stared with bright inquisitive eyes.

I stared at the animal. “What? Where’d she go?” I glanced around, heart still hammering in my chest. “Don’t suppose you saw a girl pass by this way?”

Her head tilted with as close to a puzzled expression as could be imagined in an animal. Pointed ears flicked at the sound of my voice, but she did not shy away. I glanced up the path. There was no sign of the girl. Sighing, I put the coins away in my back pocket.

Bah, I really must be crazy asking directions from an animal! That girl’s long gone by now.

The fox didn’t move, just stood staring with those uncanny bright eyes. Something about them fascinated me. There was an almost human intelligence, a living fire beneath the dark golden surfaces.

After a moment, she padded a wide, slow circle around me. The sleekness of her muscles rippled like water beneath her coat, accentuating even the subtlest movements of her nimble predatory body.

“You certainly don’t seem too afraid of me.”

She yawned, revealing dagger-sharp teeth and licked her lips. The full breadth of her bushy tail curled close to the ground. With a flick of the white tip, she brushed aside a few leaves and sat regally upon her haunches.

This is weird even for an animal. Maybe she smells food on me?

“Sorry, I haven’t eaten since I was on the plane.” I turned my front pockets inside out. “I don’t have anything to give you, see?”

I swore I saw the slightest smile trace along her black lips. Then her ears suddenly came alert. She tensed, hunkering down close to the ground. Those golden eyes stared straight through me as every hair on her body bristled.

Is something behind me?

I felt a creeping chill down my spine and spun around.

Nothing.

“Say, what?” I turned back around, and the fox was gone. I stared a moment where she’d been, and then I started to laugh.

Outfoxed by a fox! Here I am in Kyoto, Japan, and I’m chasing Japanese girls and getting fooled by foxes.

“Well, I guess I got some money out of the deal.” I reached for the coins in my back pocket. But they weren’t there. Instead of the cool metal I had anticipated, I felt something dry and prickly.

What the heck?

I pulled my hand out and found nothing but a few dried yellow leaves in my palm. They crinkled and split before drifting slowly to the forest floor.

I could have sworn …

Shaking my head, I sat on the ground with my back against the stone. The forest was silent around me with only a murmur of the wind in the trees. I was left alone to my thoughts.

Looks like you were right, Mom. This really is the start of a strange new adventure.

I closed my eyes. It felt like another lifetime, but only fifteen hours ago I’d been back home with my parents in the United States.
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My mother was worried. She’d been worried ever since I’d shown her and Dad the confirmation letter six months ago.

“You’re sure you packed everything? What about an extra toothbrush and your razor?”

“Yes, I got everything.”

“You’re sure you won’t be cold?”

“I packed some warm clothes, and my parka is in the bag if I need it.” Actually, I’d left the ugly orange coat in the car on purpose. “Spring is just a week away. I won’t need it.”

“Are you sure that there will be someone there to meet you? What if there isn’t?”

“Yes, I am sure, Mom. The company said that someone will meet me here at the airport, and there will also be someone to meet me at Kansai Airport. It will be OK!”

“Well, you’d better call as soon as you arrive, Tobias Blackwood!” She always called me by my first and last name whenever I was in trouble. “There’s good money paid for that phone card. You’d better use it!”

“I will, I promise!” I pulled it out of my pocket. “I’ve got it right here, see?”

Dad placed worn hands on her thin shoulders. “Francine, he’s not five. He can take care of these things.”

“I know, but it’s just such a different culture, so strange and so far away. You would pick Japan of all places to work, Tobias! What about the language? You don’t speak any Japanese.”

“I am supposed to have a translator, and the host families speak English. It should be fine.” I turned and hugged her. “I can take the opportunity to learn some Japanese!”

Looking at the two of them, I felt hesitation for the first time in weeks. Mom was in a black skirt and sweater, and Dad was in a well-loved cardinal and gold USC sweatshirt and jeans.

They look like a pair of neglected puppies.

“Will you two be okay?”

“We’ll be just fine,” Dad said.

“Look, I need to go so I don’t miss my flight.”

“We won’t charge too much rent for your room while you’re gone,” Dad grinned. “A year is a long time, you know.”

Dad said that same thing twice in the car on the way to the airport.

“I know, I know.” I threw my arms around both of them. “You two be good!”

As I stepped onto an escalator, the jerking rumble beneath my feet felt like a clarion call. I tried to resist looking back as the escalator carried me upstairs, but halfway up I glanced back at my parents. They looked even smaller standing there outside the security check. Dad raised his hand, and then they both vanished into the crowd.

For the first time in these long months, I was completely on my own. My heart leapt in my throat as I stepped into the airport concourse. The scent of stale pastry and burned coffee wafted through the recycled terminal air.

I can’t believe it! This is it! I’m going to Japan!

There were people everywhere arriving, departing and surrounding me with a buzz of frenetic energy. Reaching into my pocket, I felt the smooth edges of the Society of English Learners’ pamphlet. I brought it out. The glossy cover featured a golden pavilion set against the serene background of a forest.

Ok, time to double check everything.

I looked through my travel documents.

I have my tickets, my passport and my wallet. There’s a map of the city … hey, wait! Here’s the letter I got!

I looked at the crest with an ornate ink letterhead. “Society for English Learners, Japan.” I could hardly contain my excitement looking at the return address.

Kyoto, Japan.

Inside was the formal letter I’d read half-a-dozen times in the past six months.
 

Dear Mr. Blackwood,


        It is my pleasure to inform you that we have accepted you into our cultural and educational exchange program after your successful completion of our training seminar.


        You will live with a local family in Kyoto and teach our youth through immersive programs, gaining unique cultural experiences through personal interactions and other work-related activities both at your school and with your host family.


        Enclosed you will find a pamphlet containing a map and useful information about Kyoto. Please call our United States office in San Francisco to confirm your travel arrangements. Feel free to contact us if you have any questions or concerns as well.

 

Sincerely,

[image: ]
 Toshi Sato, Director
 Society for English Learners, Japan

 

I closed the note with a smile.

Soon I’ll be there myself!

I put the letter away and started down the concourse, pamphlet in hand, but I was so lost in thoughts of the streets of Kyoto that I stumbled against a protruding leg. My pamphlet dropped onto the tile floor.

“Eh! Watch it! A ruddy, red-haired young man with an Australian sounding accent waved his half-eaten cinnamon roll at me. He’d been sitting on a bench when I’d stumbled into him.

“Nearly ran over me there, Bud!”

“Oh! Sorry, I wasn’t watching where I was going!” I immediately backed up and picked up my pamphlet.

“Eh, that’s all right! I wasn’t paying attention either.” He was probably around my age with a broad, freckled and friendly face and bright blue eyes. His eyes lit up when he saw the pamphlet in my hands.

“Hey! You’re with the Society for English Learners?”

“Yeah, I’m going to Japan to teach English for the first time.”

“Well, cheers! I am too! I just got done with a brief vacation here in the States after my last assignment. Mr. Sato told me that I’d be traveling with some American guy on his first trip. We’re supposed to be living and working together until you get familiar with things.” He extended a hand. “My name’s John Tell. You’d be Tobias, right?”

“Tobias Blackwood, yes.” He had a strong, vise-like grip. “You’re from Australia, right?”

He glared at me. “New Zealand, not Aussie! Bloody hell, you Americans don’t know anything!”

“Sorry, I thought you were Australian because of the accent.”

“I suppose it’s an easy mistake, but I am a New Zealander, eh? We’re bloody smarter and more rugged than the Aussies by far! First thing we built was a college, and first thing they built was a bar. We’ve got a right fiercer rugby team too!”

That got a laugh out of me, and he grinned seeing my reaction and clapped a hand on my shoulder. “Well, you’ve got a sense of humor. You’ll need that in Japan. Trust me. Care to sit and talk while we’re waiting for our flight?”

“Sure, why not?” I said.

John smiled as I sat down. “So, if you don’t mind me asking, why’d you want to work in Japan, Tobias?”

“I had a Japanese friend in kindergarten. He invited me over to his house a few times, and I was hooked the moment I ate seaweed.”

John laughed, “Seaweed?”

“Yeah, weird, huh? I loved learning everything I could about Japan from that point on. Eventually, I took courses on Japanese culture in college. I’ve always wanted to actually go, and joining the SEL was the first opportunity after I got my degree.

I found an advertisement in a college bulletin asking for dedicated and quality individuals to work with an English Learners’ program in Japan. I applied, went through the seminars, thinking it was a one-in-a million shot, but here I am!”

“Well, congratulations! First time’s always real fun, new country and completely new experiences. I remember my first trip to Japan when I came in green as a cucumber, but I had a heck of a lot of misadventures!”

“What about you, John? Why’d you sign up?”

He shrugged, “Thought it might be interesting. I qualified with a scholarship, and Mum thought it would be a good experience to help me mature. Boy, was she right about that!”

“How many times have you gone over there?”

“Three times, actually,” he said. “This will be my fourth. I’ve recently moved outside to teach physical education after spending all my time teaching in the classroom. I’m more an outdoors person, I suppose.”

I couldn’t help asking the next question. “What’s it like there?”

“Well, I’ve been to Tokyo, Osaka, and now Kyoto, round and back again. Japan’s a very different place from what you probably think you know. Once you get there, it’s real easy to get turned around. The first time I went, I was in Tokyo. I got lost plenty of times. The place still confuses me.”

His comment stopped me in my tracks, and I felt my stomach suddenly tighten up in knots.

In fifteen hours I’ll be as far away from here as I’ve ever been. What have I talked myself into?

John sensed my concern. “Hey, don’t worry! I bet you’ll get the hang of it! The people there are very friendly and exceptionally courteous. It’s rare you don’t feel welcomed, especially with a host family watching after you!”

Sure …

“Tobi!” A familiar voice echoed across the room. I turned and saw my dad walking down the concourse with a familiar bulky bright orange parka on his arm.

How did he get in here, and what does he want now?

John glanced at him. “That a friend of yours?”

“My dad,” I moaned, feeling my cheeks flush with embarrassment. Here I was almost a grown man and “Mommy” had sent “Daddy” to give me the precious parka I had purposely left behind.

“How’d you get in here, Dad?”

“I had to get a special pass,” he said, holding the parka out for me. “We found this jacket in the car and your mother insisted you’d need it.”

I grabbed it from his hand. “Thanks …”

He smiled a little sheepishly. “You know she means well, Tobi.”

“Yeah, I do,” I mumbled.

He glanced over at John. “Oh, sorry! Michael Blackwood, nice to meet you.”

“John Tell, nice to meet you, Mr. Blackwood.” The two shook hands. “Not to worry, Mr. Blackwood. Your son’s in capable hands. I’m with the society, going over with him on this trip.”

“I see. Tobi said someone was meeting him here. I’m glad you found him.” My dad nodded and glanced down at his watch. “Well, best get back before the TSA wonders where I am. Good luck to both of you! Call us when you get there, all right, Tobi?”

“I will, Dad.”

John grinned as we watched him go. “Parents, eh? Can’t live with ‘em, can’t live without ‘em. My mum woulda done the same thing.”

I nodded. Was I having second thoughts? Sure, but the possibility of new opportunities was greater than any fears. I took in a deep breath.

Fifteen hours, and I’ll be a world away with all my worries behind. I’m going to Japan!
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The morning sun shone through the airplane window with rays outstretched above a sea of white clouds. As we passed below the clouds, I could see ocean waves lapping against a rectangular thumb of land built out in the sea, Kansai Airport. Beyond, as far as my eye could see, was Japan. My palms began to sweat as the landing gear clunked into place beneath our feet.

I can’t believe it! I’m landing in Japan!

I checked my pockets—wallet, passport and all the SEL papers were in order.

Why do I feel like I am forgetting something important?

John looked over and grinned. “Start of the bigger adventure, eh?”

“Yes! I have wanted to come here my whole life!”

Within minutes, the jet’s wheels touched the tarmac.

I’m here! I’m really here!

We exited into a huge interior area with a sloped glass ceiling stretching far away from us. Colorful mobile art structures moved with the passing of air currents from the ventilation system. There were people everywhere—a living, breathing mass of humanity on a level I had never experienced before.

John moved through the crowd effortlessly like a motor boat in choppy seas, so I used his wild red locks as a beacon to guide me.

A voice cut through the din of hurried passersby. “Eh! John-San!” An older Japanese man in a fine black suit waved at John from the crowd.

“Sato-san! Kon’nichiwa, sore wa sa re ta ga naga sugiru!”[2] John cut in front of several distracted pedestrians, and the two exchanged cordial bows before they shook hands.

Wow, John speaks really good Japanese!

“It is good to see you, John-san. I hope you had a good trip.” The stranger glanced at me and asked in English, “Who is this?”

I gulped. This was the man who’d signed the acceptance letter those many months ago, and I’d no idea how to respond in kind.

John turned to me. “Yes, Sato-san. This is Tobias Blackwood. Tobias, Toshi Sato.”

I knew enough of Japanese business culture to know the proper ritual of exchanging business cards, so I found mine and extended it to him with a cordial bow. “It is an honor, Mr. Sato.”

He received my card ceremoniously and bowed in response. “I have been looking forward to meeting you, Blackwood-san. I hope your journey was a pleasant one.”

“I can hardly believe I am here, Sir.”

“Please, just call me Sato-san. Do you prefer your first or last name in correspondence?”

“First, Sir.”

“Ah, Tobias-san then. I will make sure to put that in your dossier. Well, come along. If we don’t hurry, we will miss our train.”

In the underground metro station, I felt almost as if I were a ghost standing in a graveyard. The gentle buzz of electricity was the only sound echoing down the dark passages. No one took notice of us. The businessmen and other travelers kept eyes steadfast on the blank walls.

A rumble echoed through the rails, and I felt the dynamic in the crowd shift. A sleek train slid gracefully to a halt at the station platform. Doors opened and white-gloved attendants materialized. The whole crowd pushed forward.

I was instantly swallowed by a sea of black hair and business suits. Panic set in, but I felt John grab my arm and haul me inside just as the doors closed. A whistle sounded, and the train was off rumbling down the line.

“You okay, Tobi?” John eased me into one of the seats and placed a hand on my shoulder.

“Yeah, thanks, John.” It was another clarion call. I was going deep into the heart of Japan, further from everything I knew or probably could understand.

“You have to be quick with the trains here in Japan, Tobias-san.” Mr. Sato mused. “We Japanese pride ourselves on our punctuality. If you aren’t careful, you’ll get left behind.”

“Sorry, I guess I am just a little unused to this.”

The train moved swiftly out of the terminal and onto a bridge that ran over the water. I could see boats below and the outline of buildings far away through a gray haze.

“Can you tell me about where I’m being placed, Sato-san?”

“Hai, you will be teaching some second year students at the Maeda Academy in Yamashina-ku, just outside of Kyoto. Ryuto Maeda has been the headmaster of the school for almost forty years, and he is a very influential man here in Japan.

He expects his transfer teachers to be the best. I suggest listening to him and respecting any advice. I’ve also assigned a translator to assist in the classroom since you are new. She will meet you tomorrow before the students arrive.”

“She?”

“Yes, Michiko Yamasaki. She has quite a few years’ experience teaching at Maeda Academy and will be an excellent resource for you as a translator.”

“Don’t worry, Tobi.” John patted my shoulder. “I’ll be around as well at least until you get your bearings.”

Sato glanced down at his watch. “It will be some time before we reach Kyoto. I suggest some rest.”

Lying back, I sat and stared out the window as a strange new world passed by.

I’m here after all these years!

Black roofed houses lined a mish-mash of streets and taller apartment buildings. We passed through neighborhoods where laundry hung on long lines across overhanging balconies. As the train went faster, the cityscape became thicker, and flashes of neon lights, tall buildings and telephone poles blurred into cascading images as I closed my eyes. I tried to stay awake not wanting to miss a moment of it. Eventually, the jet lag won and I closed my eyes.

I remember dreaming of lush green bamboo forests, tall pagodas and slanted roofed wooden houses lit by the gentle glow of paper lanterns set against the dark of night. There was someone with me, someone I could not see.

Who are you?

•  •  •
 

“Tobi, wake up.”

“Give me ten minutes, John.”

“We don’t have ten minutes! We’re pulling into Kyoto Station!

“Kyoto?” I sat upright. We were slowing down, pulling into a station.

“You slept almost the entire trip through Osaka, Tobi! Come on!”

I quickly grabbed my things and followed him as we stepped off the train. From the platform, Kyoto Station loomed as a massive building made almost entirely out of glass. We walked quickly through it to where a small black sedan waited for us at the curb outside among the fleet of taxies. A driver got out and opened the door for us.

Downtown Kyoto was quite the bustling metropolis, far different from what I expected. Colorful billboards and television screens advertised strange and exotic goods on the sides of tall modern skyscrapers.

There were fashionable shops and notable brand names in English mixed with Kanji. Neon lights flashed an ever present cacophony of spiraling colors, shapes and symbols. People crammed into sidewalks waiting to cross the street en masse, each with a hurried purpose.

The sedan crossed over another river, and the glitz of tall commercial buildings gave way to densely packed apartments with laundry hanging from their balconies. Eventually the flat, ugly apartments were replaced by older wooden buildings.

Traditional Japanese homes and businesses as well as more modern ones lined impossibly narrow streets and alleys that zigzagged in every direction. People ambled by on foot or bicycle, and a few children chased each other before vanishing back to their homes.

“Where are we, Toshi-san?”

“Sakyo-Ku, the northeastern most of Kyoto’s eleven wards, Tobias-San. There are several famous temples here. I believe you are actually very near a place called the Philosopher’s Path, a famous walkway through Kyoto.”

“Kyoto’s pretty big, Tobi, but you’ll get the hang of finding your way,” John said. “When I had to live in Tokyo, it was overwhelming at first.”

“I see. How much farther is our house, Sato-san?”

“Here it is now, Tobias-san.”

It was a two-story building with clinging vines growing up along the faded yellow plaster walls. A large maple tree dominated the tiny front yard with an old stone fence between it and the street. A short, plump Japanese woman in a purple apron appeared at the gate.

“Jomei, shōnen Sato-san ga tōchaku shi ta!”[3]

The wiry frame of a balding older man peered out from behind the mesh of the door, eyes twinkling behind coke bottle glasses resting on a thin slip of a nose. He wore an old gray robe offset by faded yellow house slippers.

The door pushed wider as the man moved outside. “Watashi wa, josei ga sorera wo sanshō shi te kudasai! Ochitsui te!”[4]

“Ohayo!” Mr. Sato greeted them warmly with a bow. “It is so good to see you. It has been far too long!”

“Likewise, Sato-san. These are the two?”

“Hai! Jomei-san, Aoki-san, this is John Tell and Tobias Blackwood. The Yoshidas will be your hosts here in Japan.”

“Very nice to meet you, Tobias-san, John-san. Welcome to our home.”

Jomei’s wrinkled face was long with bushy eyebrows over sad, sagging eyes. “I hope the journey was not too difficult.”

“No, no. It was just fine, Yoshida-san.”

Mrs. Yoshida was very round, especially when she stood next to her rail thin husband. She certainly liked purple. Her gloves, gardening shoes and even the gardening tools had purple handles. “Well, come in, come in! Make yourselves comfortable. I will have to put on some more food!”

“Thank you, Mrs. Yoshida.”

“Please call me Aoki, and my husband Jomei.”

John nudged me, “You brought a gift, right?”

I nodded, knowing the custom of houseguests presenting gifts. Reaching into my bag, I retrieved two bottles of sake I’d bought from a duty free shop at the airport back home. “Here is a gift in return for the kindness in letting us stay in your home.”

Aoki took hers with a bow and a smile while Jomei was a bit more stern. “Will you be staying for lunch, Sato-san?”

Mr. Sato shook his head. “Forgive me but no. I have other business elsewhere. I will leave you two in their capable hands.”

“Thank you, Mr. Sato.”

I felt a little nervous as I watched the car drive away. John and I were on our own now with the Yoshidas.

Aoki must have noticed my expression because she patted my arm. “Don’t worry, Tobias-san. We will take good care of you. Why not come inside? Jomei will help you upstairs while I make lunch.”

He didn’t hesitate, moving to take our bags. “Need help with these, boys?”

“No, No. I think I can handle mine. John?”

“I got it, thanks. Wow, this house is pretty big!”

“Hai. Now, watch the top step here.”

We all removed our shoes in the tile entry and put on house slippers. The distinct smell of steamed rice and frying oil wafted from a small kitchen to our immediate left. I could see a door leading from the back of the kitchen to a small green yard. On the right was a family room with a small television, a low table, and an old, obviously well-loved plaid upholstered chair. A small ceremonial alcove housed a Buddhist shrine, the only ornate object in the place.

Straight ahead was a stairway where stalwart family portraits kept silent vigil over us. About halfway up, I stopped at a picture of a young Japanese man beneath the Statue of Liberty.

“Is this your son, Jomei-san?”

Mr. Yoshida stopped and peered down at me with those big glasses. “Hai. That is Toji. He lives in America now with his wife.” He turned and continued upstairs without any further explanation. “You two can decide between the two bedrooms.”

“I’ll take this second one up ahead okay, Tobi?”

“Sure, I don’t see a problem with that, John.” I glanced inside the closer room. The space was small, about as wide as I was tall, and simply furnished. A tiny hole of a closet opened up on the right with a small low table that could serve as a desk. There was no bed, only a futon stretched out on the floor. A sliding glass door framed the far end of the room.

“This is a wonderful room. Thank you, Mr. Yoshida.”

“Hai. If you need anything else, just ask my wife.”

As I unloaded my bag, I realized what I’d missed. Somewhere in between sweatshirts, jackets, jeans, good clothes and all the other miscellaneous items, I’d not brought a single tie.

I knew I’d need those, and I didn’t even pack them!

I cursed myself for not listening better to my mother when she suggested I pack some “just in case.”

It figures she’d be right.

I slid the glass open and stepped outside onto the tiny sliver of a balcony. Kyoto, Japan, opened up beyond the innumerable roofs of houses that stretched down the hill. I took in a deep breath.

I can’t believe I’m here. Kyoto, the ancient capital of Japan for thousands of years.

I stared at the twinkling lights of downtown.

This city certainly is different from what I imagined—more modern near the center, but here across the river it seems so quiet and strange. Things feel older in some ways, more mysterious. I really want to get out and see this place.

“Eh, Tobi! Not a bad view, eh, mate?” John was standing on his own balcony.

“Not a bad view at all!” I grinned. “Want to head out and explore?”

“No, I think I’m good sitting here. Go ahead if you like.”

By myself?

I hesitated at the thought. This wasn’t exactly my neighborhood back home. Then I remembered something else. I needed to call home!

Mr. Yoshida was in his chair reading a newspaper when I hurried downstairs. “Excuse me, Jomei-san. Is there a phone I could use to call home? I have a long distance card.”

“Use the one in the kitchen.”

The purple theme I noticed earlier carried on in the kitchen. There were purple plates, potholders, even a tiny purple panda sitting beside a vase of hydrangeas on the windowsill above the sink. Steam rose from a pot full of bubbling water in a rice cooker. The air was fragrant with the delicious aromas of spices I didn’t recognize.

Aoki glanced up from where she was chopping a block of white tofu. “Ah, Tobias-san! I am sorry for the inconvenience, but dinner will be a bit longer!”

“Oh, I’m not hungry yet. I just need to use the phone.”

“It’s right over there in that niche, Tobias-san.”

I nodded, sat on a stool at the counter, and dialed.

“Hello?” My father’s voice crackled.

“Hi, Dad. I am at the home of Aoki and Jomei Yoshida in Kyoto, Japan.”

“Tobi! Your mother was worried sick.”

“I know, Dad. I meant to call from the airport, but everything happened so quickly.”

I heard my mother pick up the other end. “Tobias, do you have that jacket I sent with your father?”

“Yes, Mom. I have it up in the room.”

“Oh, good! I hope they are treating you well there. Is the room okay? Is the family nice?”

“They seem very nice. The room is just fine. I have already met someone, John Tell from New Zealand. He is staying here as well to help me get settled.”

“Your father said you’d met someone there. He didn’t say he was from New Zealand. What will he be doing?”

“Here to teach English, same as me.”

“Well it’s good to have someone to help you. Teaching English to the Japanese always sounded difficult when you first mentioned it.”

“I am sure he is fine. Tobias, you know your mother and I have the greatest confidence in you.”

“Your father’s right. And you know we love you very much.”

“I know. Look, I should get going.”

“We understand. Call when you can, okay?”

“You got it, Dad. Love you both.”

“Goodbye, honey.” The line went silent. I rested my head quietly against the counter.

Why does this feel so hard?

“Are you feeling well, Tobias-san?”

“Yes, Mrs. Yoshida. I think I’ll take a short walk up the street, if that’s all right.”

“There’s a trail called the Philosopher’s Path that goes by some lovely temples. There’s one place in particular I like. Just take a right when you see a house with a red roof. You’ll see a gate and a path leading up into the woods beyond that.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Yoshida.”

She called out to me as I walked out the door. “Take care!”

Outside was a bit cooler, but it felt good as I stepped out onto the street. I shoved my hands in my pockets and made my way along the rise and fall of stone and wooden walls that marked the boundaries of the houses.

The path I found followed a canal where trees hung down over the dark flowing water and small bridges connected to other neighborhoods. There were shops here, and quite a few temples like Aoki had said, but I was content to just follow the road.

People stared out at me from the windows and doorways as I passed by. They were probably curious to see someone like me walking alone in the residential neighborhoods of eastern Kyoto.

Here too, like in the city, laundry was hung to dry on balconies. It was a strange enigma I’d never understood about Japanese culture.

Eventually, I came to a large house with the red roof that Mrs. Yoshida had mentioned. A bridge spanned the canal here, and I crossed over it.

The concrete gave way to dirt halfway up the alley, and I found myself at the edge of the forest.

This must be the place.

As I made my way up the path, a cool breeze sent the stalks of bamboo creaking around me. Just ahead, a torii gate straddled the path. I glanced behind. It was already getting late and the light was fading. There was a veil of mystery in the air beyond the gate, something drawing me closer down this unknown path.

Heck, I’ve come this far! Why not see what’s up there?

•  •  •
 

“Tobi!”

The sound of my own name startled me back to the present.

What just happened?

I tried to focus. My hands ached. Blood and dirt were on my palms. Then I remembered where I was and what I’d been doing. The girl and the fox had vanished into the forest.

I turned and saw John fumbling his way up the path. “There you are! Dinner’s ready, and here you are napping!”

“I was asleep?”

“Sure looked like it from down the trail.”

Something dry and prickly brushed against my bruised skin. I opened my fingers remembering the round smooth coins I’d picked up before were gone. The dried yellow leaves that remained were now among others at my feet.

John gave me a strange look. “Looks like you had a tumble. You feeling okay?”

I nodded dumbly staring back down at the leaves in my hand. He hoisted me to my feet, and the yellow leaves fell to the forest floor. “There you go.”

“Thanks.”

“You sure you’re all right, Tobi?”

“Yeah, I think so.”

“Well, come on then. It’s not polite to keep Jomei and Aoki waiting!”

“I’m coming, I’m coming!”

About halfway down, I stole a glance back the way I came. I couldn’t be sure, but I thought I felt the golden eyes of the fox still watching me from the dark.
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A piercing shriek interrupted the quiet of my dreams. I fumbled, reaching for where the alarm on my nightstand should be but grasped air instead. My eyes searched an unfamiliar room until I found the blurry red numbers resting on the floor beside me. I squinted to read them and closed my eyes again.

Since when do I get up at 5:00 A.M.?

A hard knock echoed against the door. “Tobi! Up and at’ em! It’s the first day, my friend. Get up or we’ll miss the train.”

I suddenly remembered exactly where I was. I found my glasses which had fallen to the floor and shot up out of bed. I grabbed my comb and rushed out the door nearly knocking John over.

“Whoa, there, Speedy! What did you do, sleep in your clothes?” He was only half dressed and still in a robe, a toothbrush hanging from his mouth.

“I’m not a morning person,” I mumbled through gritted teeth as my comb caught in tangled curls. “I probably could just skip breakfast.”

“Are you crazy? You’ll need energy. We’ll be lucky to eat before the first break.” He clapped me on the shoulder. “I’ll see you downstairs in a bit!”

How can people be so cheerful in the morning?

I grabbed my small briefcase. I had some yen, a map of Kyoto, and a little English to Japanese translation book just for emergencies.

Mrs. Yoshida had a full spread of eggs and bacon waiting for us at the table. “Ah, Tobias-san, good morning! I thought we would have something familiar for you on the first day! I’ve already prepared your lunch so you don’t have to worry.”

With a clumsy attempt at chopstick use, I lifted the yellow mass from the plate I grimaced biting down on the spongy texture of the egg.

“Is something wrong, Tobias-san?”

“No, Jomei-san. It is very good.” I brought up a second, larger mouthful and swallowed them down. Even Aoki’s cooking could not disguise a texture I have despised since childhood.

“Hope you saved me some. I’m famished!” John sat down grabbing a piece of toast. He was dressed in a brown jacket and slacks with a nondescript brown tie. “Hey, Tobi, where’s your tie, man?”

“I forgot it at home.”

“Well, we’ll have to pick you up one on the way to work.”

“Pick me up one? How? Where?”

“Details, my friend, details. Just finish your eggs and let me worry about it.”

John was better at using chopsticks than I so he made quick work of those eggs. I am sure his healthy appetite helped. Before I knew it, he was up and grabbing for a thermos left on the counter. “Come on, Tobi, we have to catch a train to Yamashina.”

“What about lunch?”

“It’s in your thermos, Tobias-san.” Aoki placed a second thermos out for me. “Now don’t be late!”

“I won’t! Thanks for the breakfast!”

Thin traces of mist hung in the air outside as we slipped into our shoes. The thick coat Dad had rescued from the car came to good use against the morning chill. John was dressed smartly in his coat with a long black and silver scarf.

“That is a heck of a scarf, John.”

He grinned. “It’s an All Blacks’ scarf from home. They’re New Zealand’s world champion rugby team!”

“That’s like football, right?”

“Heck no! It’s a real man’s game. American football is nothing compared to a good, solid rugby match. Come on, the station’s this way. Keep up, will you?”

Keeping up was a challenge at best. John had a broad stride. We followed the busy street up past a huge hotel and along a large canal. At first, the street was empty save for the occasional bicyclist whizzing by from around a blind corner, but soon more people joined us. Almost all seemed to be men wearing dark suits, ties, and they all carried briefcases.

“Is everyone here getting on the same train?”

“Yup. I hope there’s a pair of empty seats. Otherwise, we’ll be standing the whole way.”

I had always heard that the commute in Japan was bad. Just the thought of being crammed into a small commuter train with tons of people made me feel ill.

“Hey, Tobi, snap out of it, man.” John motioned over to what looked like a subway entrance with escalators moving people down beneath the street. Just beside it were a few vending machines.

“What are we going to those for? We need to find a tie!”

“These are stores, Tobi! Vending machines in Japan can sell just about everything on God’s green earth at the touch of a button. Great in a pinch like yours!” He zeroed in on a large blue one with a caricature of a Japanese businessman standing on the top of Mount Fuji.

“Ah, we’re in luck! That’s just the machine you need.”

“Wait … you are saying we can buy a tie out of that thing?”

“Just put in a thousand yen, and I’ll show you.”

How much is a thousand yen?

I fumbled through my bills and found the right amount. John pressed a few buttons on the display. There was a pause as the machine whirred, and something clattered to the bottom. John brought out what looked like a thin plastic parcel. A quick rip of the sealed top, and I had a fresh tie.

The wonders of modern technology.

“Thanks, I owe you, John.”

“Don’t worry about it. Just put it on quickly. We have to catch the train!”

My fingers gripped the plastic rail and felt the rumbling of the escalator carry me down past advertisements and other posters in Japanese or English. We used a quick pass that Sato had included in our papers and descended to the platform. People were lined up in neat order before a glass partition that separated the platform from the track itself.

As soon as our train pulled up, the doors slid open and everyone pushed forward. Wedged between John and at least a dozen other men, I felt my heart begin to pound as the subway doors slid closed.

Tight space, lots of people. I took a deep breath. Just get used to it, Tobias.

Everyone around me seemed oblivious to any discomfort as they stood silently together while the train moved. Above me were more colorful and strange advertisements in combinations of Japanese and English. Finally, the train slowed, and a disembodied voice spoke through the speakers. “Misaragi Station!”

We exited the subway and onto a busy street. Little noodle stands, restaurants and shops lined the spaces between apartment complexes and houses wedged like thin cracker boxes between the more imposing structures.

“This is a pretty big city.”

“Yamashina’s a ward of Kyoto proper, but it is its own big city, Tobi. We’ll get you a subway map, and you’ll figure your way about pretty quick.”

“Next time I might just take the bus.”

“It would take twice as long and be just as crowded. Just remember, the earlier you get here the better chance of finding a place to sit.”

“How do you deal with the small spaces, John?”

He shrugged. “I just don’t think about it, I guess. I got used to that and far worse in Tokyo, believe me. Come on, the school isn’t far.”

The street passed into a residential neighborhood nestled against the mountains. After a few minutes, we stopped in front of a large stone wall. Behind this wall was a plain two-storied building with a central clock tower. Decorative glass blocks spread like a checkerboard design along the tan-colored stucco.

We proceeded up a walkway shaded by old cyprus trees past a gravel covered playground separated from the main building by a grassy slope. Long streaming banners of blue and green fluttered from the roof and over the gravel walkways. A sign with blue and green kanji letters greeted us at the school’s entrance.
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“So this is Maeda School? It looks more like a high school than an elementary school.”

“Don’t expect Japanese schools to look like the ones you grew up in, Tobi. Come on, we’re supposed to meet with Ryuto Maeda, the headmaster.”

“This is a private school, right?”

“Yes. Lots of schools are private in Japan, Tobi.”

We entered a hallway with a set of stairs on the other side. Inside, it was warm, quiet and eerily empty. A glass case with glittering trophies held a place of distinction directly opposite the main doors. As I approached the display, an older man in a fine blue suit with a white carnation at the lapel, came out from what appeared to be an office.

He bowed politely. “May I help you?”

“Hai, Maeda-san?”

“Hai.” His dark eyes twinkled from behind thin rectangular spectacles perched on his nose. Bushy gray eyebrows knit over his eyes like furry worms.

“I’m John Tell and this is Tobias Blackwood,” John stated with a slight bow.

“Ah, good. You’re early.” He opened a door into his office. “Come in, please.”

We went inside, and he sat down at a big oak desk. Behind him was a massive tank of colorful, darting fish. A glowering, lion-faced dragon statue loomed large at the bottom of the tank. Serpent-like, it curled around a stone, long eagle-talons stretched toward the glass as if ready to swipe.

This certainly isn’t like my old principal’s office in San Tolosa.

Maeda rested his palms flat on the tabletop. “Well, I will be clear with you both. This is a very unique school. Not many places offer an emphasis in early English immersion programs as we do.”

He pursed his lips tightly together, and for a moment his thick brows and mustache made him look like a mirror image of that dragon behind him. “I see you both prefer to go by your first names while here. That is fine, but I do have one concern. John-san is more familiar with our ways.” He glanced over at me. “However, you seem to be brand new. Have you taught before, Tobias-san?”

“I substituted in a few classes during college, and I attended the SEL seminars.”

“Hai, hai,” he said nodding. “Hopefully, you have learned enough to be successful. Remember that you are here by privilege. I expect you to teach as we Japanese do. You will be working with second year students. They are expected to know basic English words and phrases, but I can assure you it will not be easy to teach them.

Should problems or questions arise, I want you to come directly to me. Now I will show you to your classrooms.”

Mr. Meada certainly doesn’t believe in unnecessary chit chat.

He led us upstairs to the second floor. We emerged into a hallway lined with large posters and colorful children’s drawings. There were rows of lockers and doors to other classrooms. Outside each classroom, there was a little area for shoe removal and cubbies for storage.

Whimsical kites and dioramas hung from the ceiling with their gentle movement reflected on the neatly polished tile floor. Maeda stopped at a room at the end of the hall.

“This will be your classroom, Tobias-san.” I started to step inside when he caught my arm. “Do not forget your slippers, Tobias-san.”

“Oh, of course!” I knelt and removed a pair of large slippers from the top cubby just outside my door. I slipped off my shoes and placed them in an empty space before donning the slippers and finally entered the classroom. Five rows of six desks were arranged neatly on the tile floor in front of a larger desk.

Windows on the opposite wall looked out on green mountains. There was a bank of sleek, modern computers and a reading corner with colorful books arranged neatly on shelves. In the back were more cubbies for backpacks, coats and hats.

I moved over to the windows and looked outside. I could see the gravel playground below with a large mound for climbing and various other structures. Beyond were the neighborhoods of the town and beyond that taller skyscrapers of a city I guessed to be Yamashina.

“This is spectacular, Maeda-san. I am deeply honored to teach here.” I glanced up at the clock. “When does school start?”

“In an hour, Tobias-san. Your translator will be here soon. Now, if you would please excuse us, I must show John his office.”

When they were gone, I stood there a moment gazing over the empty seats. I counted the thirty desks. The thought of so many young faces staring up at me from those seats was a little scary.

Thirty kids, wow …

I’d just sat down in the chair when there was a knock at the door. I turned and caught my breath. The most beautiful girl I had ever seen stood just outside my classroom. She was about my age with long jet-black hair that fell to her shoulders. Her face was slender with skin the color of ripening peaches. She wore a blue blouse and long black skirt. An orange and white sash was tucked around her waist.

“Konichiwa, Tobias-san?”

“Ye-yes?”

The girl smiled, her dark eyes twinkling with amusement, probably at how gawky I looked sitting there staring at her. She moved from the open door and walked toward me with the quiet grace I’d always imagined in a Japanese girl. She stopped a few steps away. “I am Michiko Yamasaki, your translator.”

“Oh, of course!” I got up so quickly that the chair spun back. I caught my foot on the chair leg and started to fall backwards. Luckily, I steadied myself against the chalk tray before I made a further fool of myself.

Well, this has got to be the worst first impression in the history of them.

She giggled softly, trying to hide it. “Are you all right?”

“Yes, of course,” I said, trying to hide how embarrassed I was. “It is a pleasure to meet you … Michiko-san.”

“Hai, Tobias-san, you can call me Michiko-Sensei when we are with the students.” She shook my hand and bowed politely. “Mr. Maeda wondered if you would care to take a tour of our school before the children arrive.”

“Yes, please lead the way. I have a lot to learn about this school.”

“Of course, Tobias-san.” Michiko moved out into the hallway with the grace of a gazelle, her hands clasped behind her.

We passed glass cases that contained student science projects and moved down to a large gym with polished wooden floors. I noticed banners with years and titles emblazoned on the walls. We continued on to a small kitchen where some staff were busily working and out through an adjacent cafeteria.

“We have one thousand students,” she began. “It is a small number compared to that of many other private schools. We have the gym, a swimming pool and an athletic field. The children have a choice to eat in the classroom with their teachers, here in the cafeteria or outside in good weather.”

“I saw the playground,” I said dumbly.

Come on Tobias, you can say something better than that! Ask her a question about herself!

I fumbled through my mind with all the possible things I could ask. “What exactly will you be doing to help me, Michiko?”

“It is my job to act as an intermediary between you and the students. I will translate and also explain any part of our culture you might not understand.”

“I see, and how long have you been a translator?”

“A few years. I was a student of the society myself when I was a girl. My little sister, Chikako, attends this school now.”

“Have you assisted in any of your sister’s classes?”

“Yes, actually, she is in your class, Tobias-san. She’s very bright, but I should warn you that Chikako-chan is a spirited girl. She loves asking questions.”

“Well, I will enjoy answering them.” I said.

We moved by an outdoor pool where a few children swam laps. Some girls who were waiting to swim giggled and whispered to one another as I walked by.

Don’t pay it any mind, Tobias. You’re a strange sight now.

“Does your family live here in the Kyoto area, Michiko?”

She pressed her hands lightly behind her back. “My sister and I do, yes. The rest of my family is spread around.”

“Hey, Tobi!” John approached us with a cup of coffee in hand. He stopped short and bowed to Michiko. “Oh, excuse me.”

“It is quite all right. I am Michiko Yamasaki, Tobias-san’s translator.”

“John Tell.”

“A pleasure, Tell-san.”

“Call me John,” he said with a smile.

Above us, I heard the school clock chime the hour. Michiko glanced at me. “It’s time for school to start, Tobias-san.”

My stomach suddenly clenched. “Already?”

“Don’t be nervous, Tobias-san. The children are as anxious to meet you as much as you are to meet them. Would you like to wait back in the classroom, and I will bring them up?”

“Yes, yes, that would be perfect,” I said, still feeling unsure.

After Michiko had gone, John caught my arm. He was grinning from ear to ear. “Got yourself a nice translator I see.”

I glared at him, unamused. He laughed and held up his hands.

“Hey, now. I was just trying to get you to relax!”

“Oh, sorry, John. I guess I am a little tense.”

“It’ll work out fine, Tobi, you’ll see. I’d better get a move on myself. Don’t want to be late.”

He was about halfway down the walkway before he stopped and glanced back at me. “Good luck!”
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Every step thundered like a cannon in my ears as I walked down the long, empty hallway. The tense churning in my gut became a searing fire. I wanted to turn and run, but I knew I couldn’t. Back upstairs I stepped into my slippers and took a seat at the desk.

For a brief moment, I felt the stillness of that empty classroom. Then I heard the muffled sound of small shuffling feet and soft hushed voices outside the door. I took a deep breath as the children padded silently into the room.

They were all about ten years old. The boys wore dark blue coats, shirts and slacks with green ties. The girls wore pleated blue dresses and white blouses with green neckerchiefs. All wore the yellow hats kids in Japan used for traveling to school. They removed the hats as they entered and hung them in the cubbies before taking their seats.

Dozens of dark, almond-shaped eyes twinkled up at me with expressions of awestruck curiosity. I could see the question churning in their collective little minds. “What is this big western man doing at the front of our classroom?”

Standing there with their eyes burning a hole in my skull, I realized how strange it must be for them to have a western teacher and how very foreign I was here.

I may as well be from Mars.

Michiko stood directly to my right. “We are ready, Tobias-Sensei.”

I took a deep breath. “Michiko-Sensei, would you please introduce me?”

“Certainly, Tobias-Sensei,” she said facing the children.

“Kon’nichiwa kodomo to yoi asa. Suwatte suru koto ga arimasu.”[6] There was a scuffing as they all took their seats and slid their chairs forward.

Thirty pairs of dark black eyes stared straight at me even though Michiko was the one to speak. “Ohayō gozaimasu, Tobias-Sensei!” A pause. “Good morning Tobias-Sensei.”

“Ohayō gozaimasu Tobias-Sensei ne!” They all chimed in unison. “Good morning, Tobias-Sensei!”

“Do you have anything to say, Tobias-Sensei?”

I’d hoped Michiko might buy me some time to collect my wits, but there was no delaying the inevitable. As I stood up, the chair creaked and a few giggles trickled through the classroom.

Somehow, the sound of their laughter calmed me. I bowed toward the group. “Hello, everyone. I am Tobias-Sensei. I am here to help you all better understand and speak English. I will devote all my energies to make this class successful for each of you.”

There were a few muffled whispers from the back of the room as Michiko translated. I zeroed in on a particular little girl with her hair tied up in braids and bright pink bows. She was leaning over to whisper something to a boy beside her.

Ah, a talker. Let’s see what we’ve got here.

“Let’s start with you, young lady, the one with the pink bows in your hair. Please stand up and introduce yourself.”

As Michiko translated my request, the girl blinked and looked up at me with surprise in her dark eyes. She scrunched her thin button nose, and her cheeks turned bright red. She stood straight as an arrow and bowed. “Chikako Yamasaki, Tobias-Sensei!

Ah, so this is Michiko’s sister! She looks just like her. She even has the same orange sash.

I smiled to myself. “Did you have a question, Chikako-chan?”

“Anata wa Tobias-Sensei, doko kara kitano?”

I waited a moment for Michiko to translate. “Where are you from, Tobias-Sensei?”

“That is a very good question, Chikako-chan.” I reached behind me and pulled down a world map. “I am from the United States. I come from a little town in California called San Tolosa. Do you know where California is?”

“Hai!” They all said in unison.

“Very good!”

“Tobias-Sensei?” Once again it was Chikako. I was expecting another translation, but Michiko spoke up and scolded the little girl. “Chikako-chan sore wa kanari jūbundesu! Hoka no kodomo-tachi ni chansu o ataeru!”[7]

Whatever she said, it struck the girl like a bee’s sting. I could see that she wanted to ask more questions but immediately plopped herself back down, pouting.

The rest of the morning went well after that with students rising to introduce themselves and ask questions. Most of the questions were about me, what sorts of food we had back in the States and if I lived next to Disneyland.

After introductions were complete, we broke into small groups, and the children read aloud to one another. I went around listening and reading with each of them and got a good sense of their reading skills.

Mr. Maeda was right. They’re about a grade lower than they would be back in the states with English, but they seem to have a good grasp of the basics.

When the children lined up to go play at recess, I followed them down to the playground. I approached Michiko and her sister where they sat at a small bench beneath one of the many trees planted outside.

“Do you two mind if I join you?”

“Of course not, Tobias-san.” She patted the girl’s shoulder. “Chikako-chan ga ue ni idō shite kudasai.”[8]

The girl smiled up at me as she kicked her feet in the open air. I plucked out the thick thermos that Aoki had prepared for me and cracked it open.

A warm steam escaped along with a fragrant aroma of vegetables and broth. I poured out the yellow liquid with its thick clusters of warm noodles and chopped vegetables mixed with tofu. There was plastic wrapped rice packed beneath the lid. Just like the Japanese. No meal in Japan was complete without the staple of rice.

Chikako glanced over at me. “Your ramen smell good, Tobias-Sensei. Anata wa sono jibun de tsukutta nodesu ka?”

Michiko translated, “She wants to know if you made that.”

“No, no. My host mother, Mrs. Yoshida, made this for me.”

She seemed pleased with this answer, quickly finished eating, and ran off to play.

“I apologize for Chikako-chan. She is overly inquisitive.” Michiko chuckled, shaking her head quietly. “What do you think of Japan so far?”

“Well, it’s turned out to be very different from what I had expected. I took a walk on the Philosopher’s Path just after arriving, and I fell and hurt myself. I guess that gets things off to an auspicious start.”

She laughed. “Hai. Well, my father once told me that Japan is like a great tree. It grows, and the branches spread out in ever changing patterns of color and vibrancy. Sometimes the tree is full and golden and sometimes bare and sickly; yet, for all the seasons, its roots are still as strong as the day it grew from the ocean’s depths.”

“Your father sounds like a wise man.”

“He was …”

Our English lessons began back in the classroom after recess. The textbooks and plans that I had been given were very detailed. I pronounced words, and the children repeated them back to me in English. It was slow, tedious work and after a long couple of hours, their attention had waned. Even Chikako’s head slumped against her arm as she stared down at her workbook.

This isn’t good. If I can’t keep their attention the first day, I’ll have no end of trouble in the months to come.

I glanced out the window at the warm colors of green hills.

I know! We’ll go outside!

I stood up from my chair. “Michiko-san, I believe we shall do something different and move outside.”

She stared as if I had sprouted an extra head. “Tobias-Sensei?”

“We’ll go outside to learn. Come on, kids. Pack up your things.”

As they lined up single file, Michiko caught my arm. Her face was grave. “This is very unusual, Tobias-san. I am not sure it is what the regular curriculum would suggest.”

“I know, but they need to get out. Just bear with me.”

She sighed and said no more. Outside, the air was warm. I assembled my charges beneath one of the large trees.

“You have been listening to me teach English. Now it is your turn to teach me a little Japanese.” As Michiko translated, I watched the children sit in stunned silence.

They looked as if I had unhinged the very top of Mount Fuji itself. After a minute, however, a hand rose up in the back of the group. It was Chikako once again.

She pointed to her cheek— “Kao.”

Michiko translated— “Face.”

I tried to mimic Chikako, but the word came out wrong. “Keyoh.”

A few stifled giggles. Another hand came up. “Ashi!”

“Foot.”

I repeated, and again it wasn’t quite right causing more giggles.

Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea after all.

I persisted until the bell rang at the end of the first day.

Exasperated, I raised my arms. “You are dismissed.” They didn’t need any more encouragement and scattered to the winds.

That didn’t go as well as I had hoped.

“Tobias-Sensei!” Ryuto Maeda suddenly appeared behind us. “I will see you and Michiko-san for a moment in my office.”

Immediately, apprehension turned to dread. Maeda was sitting behind his desk when we arrived. He motioned to the chairs across from him, and Michiko and I both sat. He didn’t say anything, just rocked back in his chair with his hands folded together. I couldn’t bear to face him and instead stared down at my hands. I felt his eyes on me. Even that dragon seemed to glower at me from his fish tank realm.

Finally, Mr. Maeda sat forward. “Normally, I would have asked someone else to speak to you of this matter, but you are still unfamiliar with the way we do things here. As such, I would like to know what you were thinking taking the children away from their normal studies.”

I stammered for words. “I didn’t mean to cause problems, Maeda-san. The children were losing interest, and I thought getting out might spark the learning experience.”

“Is that what you would do in your schools in the United States?”

“Well,” I hesitated. “I’m not sure.”

“Did Michiko-san not inform you that such a thing was not what we do? We occasionally take children outdoors to learn, but the teachers always check with me first.”

I glanced over at her. Michiko sat silently, fingers clenched tightly together. She’d tried to warn me, and I’d ignored her better sense.

I bowed as deeply and apologetically as I could. “It is not her fault, Maeda-san. I was too wrapped up in myself, and I am the only one to blame.” I deepened my bow until my head was practically between my knees. “Please, forgive me.”

He frowned at me before finally addressing Michiko. “Mā, Machiko-Sensei?”[9]

She was silent a moment, and when she spoke she still did not look directly at him. “Kare wa Nippon no, Maeda-san o manabu to shite i ta.”[10]

Whatever she said, it caught Maeda completely off guard. Thick eyebrows rose against his wrinkled brow. “Nani desu ka? Majide?”[11]

She glanced back over at me. “Hai, kare no hōhō wa, Maeda-san, hijō ni irei nodeshitaga, kodomo-tachi ga manabitai to omotta. Watashi wa, kare wa karera ga onajiyōni manabu koto ga dekiru to omoimasu.”[12]

Maeda sighed and sat back in his chair. “Michiko-san tells me you were trying to learn Japanese. It speaks well of your character to want to understand our language. However, I want you to check your daily lessons with me from now on. I would also like to track any progress you make in learning Japanese.”

“Yes, yes, of course!”

“Excellent. Now, I would like to invite each of you to join me and some of the other teachers at a gathering tonight. Seven-thirty sharp at the Peach Blossom Bar in Fushimi-ku.”

“I’ll be there! Thank you, sir!”

He nodded. “You may go.”

When we were outside, I turned to Michiko. “What did you say to him?”

“I told Maeda-san you were trying to learn Japanese.”

“Thank you, Michiko.”

She shook her head. “I hope you consider my suggestions in the future, Tobias-san. Here we have a saying, ‘The nail that sticks out is hammered down.’ Remember that. It will help to avoid further conflicts.”

Hearing the icy chill of her tone made me feel even more ashamed. “I am sorry, Michiko, I should have been more attentive. After all, I’m here to learn from you.”

“Well it’s done now. We all make mistakes.” She sighed and glanced down at her watch. “I should go find Chikako-chan. Wait here.”

I knew enough of Japanese sensibility to understand Michiko was angry but couldn’t say half of what was on her mind. When she was gone, I slumped back against the wall and bowed my head.

I should have listened to her.

“Tobi!” I heard footsteps jogging behind me as John’s familiar form came running down the hall. “I’ve been looking for you, man. What happened?”

After I explained, he let out a loud sigh. “What were you thinking, Tobi?”

I glared at him. “I wasn’t thinking, okay? Lay off.”

“Sorry, Tobi. I didn’t mean it that way. Want me to try to smooth things over with Mr. Maeda?”

“No. I think Michiko already did that. I’m sure she’s still very angry at me.”

“Don’t worry about it, Tobi. It will pass.”

“I hope so. Maeda invited me to some bar after work. Are you coming?”

“Usually I would, but I have other stuff I need to work on. It will probably do you some good to relax and kick back a little. The Japanese are very different after a few drinks. You might see another side of Maeda and the others.”

Maybe …

“Tobias-Sensei?” A young voice trickled over from my left. Turning, I saw Chikako standing there wearing her yellow hat. She bowed to both of us. “Kon’dawa, John-Sensei!”

He smiled. “Did you need something, Chikako-chan?”

“Hai, John-Sensei.” Chikako nodded. “Homework, Tobias-Sensei?”

Again I felt like the stupidest man alive. I’d forgotten the most important tool for my students. Kneeling down, I offered a half-hearted smile. “No. Not today. Remind me from now on, all right?” The little girl nodded at me. “Hey! Your sister was looking for you just now, Chikako-chan! I hope she doesn’t worry.”

“Michiko-san wa shinpai naideshou. Watashi wa kanojo ga aru yori hōkō de yoi yo,”[13] she replied rocking back on her heels.

Whatever the kid said made John laugh. “I wouldn’t worry, Tobi. This little one seems quite capable.” He patted me on the shoulder. “Try not to get too lost.”

I waved him off and sat down on a bench. To my surprise, so did Chikako. I felt a little awkward sitting there with her. It was more awkward being unable to speak or understand Chikako. Just then Michiko rounded the corner. “Soko ni wa Chikako-chan ga ari masu! Watashi wa byōki shinpai shite i ta!”[14]

The girl pouted. “Watashi wa, Michiko-san mōshiwake arimasen. Watashi wa ni-kai ni watashi no chūshoku no baketsu o wasurete shimatta.”[15]

Michiko took her sister’s hand. “Come, Tobias-san. It’s time to go to the Peach Blossom.”
  




[image: ]
 

Michiko remained resolutely quiet as we boarded a commuter train going south. I tried not to feel sheepish as I sat on the far end away from her. I could have kicked myself for everything that had happened.

How could I be so stupid?

“Tobias-Sensei?”

I turned to face Chikako-chan where she sat next to me with her legs dangling over the seat. “Anata wa Tobias-Sensei kara no monodearu chikatetsu o motte imasu ka?” She asked, smiling up at me.

I stared at her confused, not understanding what she meant. “Sorry?”

“She asked if you have subways back home, Tobias-san,” Michiko said, though she sounded like she didn’t want to explain it.

“Oh, no. Not in my town, Chikako-chan.” I glanced over at Michiko. “How far do we have to go?”

“Our stop is further on past Kyoto Station.” She got up and pointed to a place on a map that hung near one of the doors. “Our stop is at Fushimi-Inari Temple, Tobias-san. That is where the Peach Blossom Bar is.”

“Inari? Any relation to the rice god?”

She turned and I saw a curious look cross into her eyes. She smiled for the first time since our meeting with Maeda. “Hai, very good, Tobias-san, but Inari is also the god of worldly success. The Fushimi-Inari-Taisha is the most famous of the thousands of temples dedicated to the deity. There has been continuous worship at this site since the seventh century. It is one of Kyoto’s oldest and most revered shrines.”

We exited from the open air station onto a busy commercial street filled with throngs of people. In the distance, ornate structures nestled against the hillside. They looked like what I might expect of any Japanese temple, wooden buildings with sweeping roofs and dark red or white walls.

“Do we have time to take a quick look?”

“Perhaps a very quick one, Tobias-san.”

Shops lined either side of the street, and the smooth arch of an orange torii gate straddled the path. The coarse asphalt gave way to hewn stone steps flanked by large lanterns.

“Wash your hands and face first.” She indicated a strange little trough where flowing water trickled beneath bamboo ladles. Moving over to the trough, she took one of the ladles and doused both hands. “Devotees usually purify themselves before entering a temple to pray.”

I followed her example. “Is there a towel to dry our hands?”

She just laughed and handed me a spare tissue, and I accepted it gratefully, feeling embarrassed.

We made our way up toward the massive main gate. I stopped dead in my tracks. Guarding the gate, sitting on stone pedestals, was a pair of fearsome bronze foxes. Their bodies were tinged green from age. Slender paws gripped the stone as bushy tails curved up like the end of a thick ink brush.

Their dark, metallic eyes stared straight into mine with all the ferocious, attentive gaze of creatures on the prowl. Slightly grinning jaws clenched tightly, one around an elaborate key and the other held what looked like a round stone.

Though forged out of metal, the creatures had powerfully muscular bodies. They looked ready to spring to life and pounce on me at any moment.

“What’s with the foxes?”

Michiko straightened up. Her dark eyes twinkled with pride. “These are kitsune, Tobias-san. They are the messengers of Inari-sama. Inari is very important, and Inari’s servants are equally as important and revered. Kitsune serve as protectors and sometimes incarnations of the god. People make offerings to both the foxes and the deity in return for favors.”

She waved up to the mountain. “This whole mountain is called Inari-san. The shrine encompasses its entirety and the town around it has always been known for its breweries. Fitting, considering Inari is the rice god.”

Messengers of the rice god? I gave them a wary glance. Wherever I go there seem to be foxes.

“They’re beautiful, Michiko.”

“Hai, but they are also notorious tricksters. They can transform themselves into almost anything, even the shape of a beautiful young woman.”

A beautiful young woman? Wait … like that one I saw in the forest yesterday? No, no, that’s silly!

Further up was another set of statues of foxes with red bibs over the breast. The pathway wound up into a mass of trees and a long line of bright orange tori gates stretched seemingly forever.

“Wow, look at all of them! It’s like a tunnel.”

“Hai, each of these is a gift from someone in the hope of receiving blessings from Inari. Who can blame them, Inari is the god of prosperity after all. There are over ten thousand gates on this mountain alone.”

Ten thousand?

“So he’s a good god?” I asked.

Michiko laughed, “He, she. No one is certain what Inari-sama is. Some say that the deity is both. There are images of him or her even as a fox or riding one.”

Chikako tried to stifle a yawn and Michiko patted her shoulder. “We need to get a move on, and Chikako-chan should get home.”

“Will she be okay?”

“Our home is just up the road, Tobias-san. She will be safe.”

“All right. Take care then, Chikako-chan. See you at school tomorrow.”

“Sayonara, Tobias-Sensei!”

Michiko placed both hands on Chikako’s shoulders and embraced the little girl. I was not sure, but I thought I heard her whisper something to the kid. Chikako nodded and scampered off, pausing to wave once more before disappearing around a corner.

“She is quite a bright little girl.”

Michiko did not answer, but I saw her eyes shifting back to one of the fox statues. Her lips moved in what might have been an unspoken prayer. Strange as it might seem, I hoped that these kitsune watched over Chikako in the way Michiko believed.

Street lamps cast a shallow blue glow as we made our way back along the narrow streets, the evening air cool against our skin. The wooden walls of old houses and businesses flanked us on either side. Occasionally, a scooter or small truck sped by, but no one paid either Michiko or me much attention.

The gentle chirping of crickets added a peaceful backdrop to the walk. Michiko stopped in front of a small building with a very large picture of a peach on a sign outside the door.

I bet this is the place.

“Here we are, Tobias-san. This is the Peach Blossom Bar.”

Inside was a small, narrow space, dimly lit by wood and paper lanterns hanging down from the rafters. On the left side was a bar, and on the right were tables and chairs.

A savory smell of something delicious filled the air. It reminded me that I was really hungry! A thin little man stood behind the bar busily cleaning glasses with a dishtowel. He straightened and bowed as we entered. His eyes flickered over me with a carefully measured gaze. “Irrashaimase!”[16]

We continued into a more spacious room with tatami mats covering the floor. There was a little stage at the far end where a karaoke machine sat beneath a bank of stage lights in front of a rich burgundy curtain. Maeda sat at the head of a communal table with a group of other men and women. I recognized some of them as teachers from the school. They were laughing and pouring each other sake from a white porcelain flask that they passed around on a small lacquer tray. I sat down and was handed a cup.

Maeda was quite jovial, and once he’d poured the liquor in my cup, he raised his drink. “Kanpai!”

I gazed down at the liquid. I was none too fond of alcohol but there was no avoiding it. “Kanpai!”

The warm liquid was smooth across my lips and tongue, but it felt like I’d been kicked in the throat. I coughed.

There were a few gentle chuckles and Michiko refilled my cup. A tray of warm beef dumplings came around, and I helped myself to several. At first they talked in English about sports or business related to our work at school.

Eventually, Mr. Maeda thumped his hand on the low wooden table.

“Enough talk of work. Tobias-san, would you like to start us off on the karaoke?”

I stared at him. “Who, me?”

He nodded, “Hai! Come now, don’t be shy!”

I hesitated a moment, just long enough for Michiko to lean toward me. “It’s proper manners to participate, Tobias-san. You shouldn’t turn it down.”

I looked at her remembering what had happened today and everything she’d said. Then I nodded and got to my feet, approaching the stage.

The karaoke machine was as bright and flashy as a Vegas billboard. The screen listed hundreds of possible song titles in Japanese and English.

I glanced down at it, not exactly sure what to do. I’d been to karaoke parties back in college, and they’d been outrageous to watch, with people mucking up lyrics to songs they barely knew.

Getting up there, with the heat of the lights on me, I felt my fear return. I began to sweat and my head spun. “What do I do?”

“Pick a song from the machine’s list, Tobias-san!” Michiko explained. “It doesn’t matter how you do!”

I looked down the list and saw “I Will Survive” by Gloria Gaynor.

Well, more fitting than anything else, I suppose.

I pushed it and almost immediately the familiar strains began in the speakers around me. Gloria’s voice was very strong, and the words came too quickly for me to catch.

A glance out at Mr. Maeda and the others proved even worse than I imagined. They were looking at one another and shaking their heads disapprovingly. I started to fumble over the phrases, missing the beat. It was too hard to look at the screen and all of them. The room swam around me and I felt queasy.

I’m going to blow it again!

Then I saw Michiko staring right at me. She sat with her arms on the table and a smile on her face. There was nothing judgmental about her eyes, only warm encouragement. I saw her lips moving, and then I realized she was mouthing the words to me.

I have to do this. Focus just on one thing, Tobias! Focus on Michiko!

I gripped the microphone more firmly in my hand and began to pick up with the rest of the song. The words and phrases were now a parallel of my own situation. I’d get through this. I’d do this thing and would survive.

When the song concluded, I was left there in the spotlights. I saw each of the men nodding to one another and Maeda nodded approvingly. “A good first try, Tobias-san. Come sit back down and join us!”

I was only too happy to oblige. I set the microphone back on the hook and returned to my seat. As the next man went up to take his turn, Michiko leaned over and whispered into my ear.

“Good job, Tobias-san! I think Mr. Maeda is impressed.”

The next few hours were full of other familiar songs that I recognized from the States. After a while, though, and quite a few drinks, the songs began to slip into things I didn’t understand, and the conversation returned to Japanese.

“Tobias-san wa kanari hōgaina wakai otokoda!”[17] One of them announced. “Kare wa kare ga nihongo o oshieru tame ni kodomo-tachi o motomete iru!!”[18]

This sent uproarious laughter through the rest of the men. I glanced over at Michiko, seeking an answer. “What are they saying, Michiko?”

She looked very uncomfortable, hesitating before she spoke. “They’ve just had too much to drink and are poking fun. They mean no harm.”

Another teacher raised his own flask. “Eh, tenkei-tekina gaijin. Gakushū shiyou to suru to, Nippon ni!”[19]

“Sore wa jūbundesu!” Maeda suddenly slammed his hand down on the table. “Anata wa okubyōmono Tobias-san nitsuite hanasu shite iru toshite, kare ga inai baai wa koko ni!”[20]

Whatever he said, the mood in the room abruptly changed. Every one of the other men’s faces fell and looked extremely sheepish. Mr. Maeda glared at them and then took his sake and filled it once again.

He stumbled to his feet, standing awkwardly as he weaved back and forth. He raised the cup toward me. “We need more teachers with your nerve, Tobias-san. I raise a toast to you.”

Instantly the others responded. “Kanpai! Here, here!” They raised their glasses in unison. The closest ones clapped me on the shoulder and downed their fill. A minute later they were laughing and joking once again, and I began to laugh and joke along with them without knowing exactly why.

As the evening drew on, I started to feel a little strange.

I … I might have had one too many drinks.

From the corner of my eye, I saw that Maeda was preparing to leave. “I think it’s time I headed home!” He nearly tripped over his own coat. “Watashi wa wakai tensai ni warui inshō o ataeru no wa iya da.”[21]

Michiko was there to steady me as I rose to my feet. “Come on, Tobias-san. I think we should get you home. You’ve had more than enough of a lively night.”
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Leaving the Peach Blossom Bar, I found myself standing alone in the bright lights of the convenience store next door to Fushimi Station. I stopped beneath the hum of the florescent bulbs with my head pounding like an overstuffed taiko drum.

Michiko caught my arm and helped me take a seat on a bench. “Wait here, I will get you something for your head.”

She disappeared into the store and returned a moment later with some medicine and a bottle of water.

“What is this stuff, Michiko?”

“Don’t worry, Tobias-san, it will help clear your senses.”

I drowned it down with a good gulp. It tasted awful and did nothing to help the way the street spun around me.

“How can you stand on your own, Michiko? You drank just as much as I did; at least, I think so.”

She looked at me with those wonderful black eyes twinkling in the dark. Her mood seemed to have softened now, enough so that she put a hand on my shoulder. “A secret trick, Tobias-san. Pretend to be drinking but only take very small sips.”

“I’ll have to remember that next time. It would save me the headache.” I finished drinking the water she brought for me.

“Do you want me to wait with you until the train arrives?”

“No. I’ll be all right.”

“It is no trouble, Tobias-san. I do not mind being a vigilant … what is the term?

“Guardian angel? Thank you for the thought, but to tell the truth, I’m not overly religious, Michiko. I used to be, but I grew away from it.”

She took her orange silk sash and felt the shimmering smooth surface. “In Japan, the gods can be as alive and real as you and I, Tobias-san. Even now they watch over us.” Her words hung in the air. “Come on, let’s get you to the station.”

She walked me carefully down the street. Slowly but surely, my head began to feel a bit better and my steps more sure.

“I must be going, Tobias-san. I will see you tomorrow. Good night.”

“Good night, Michiko.”

I sat on the curb and stared down at the rails. I waited a good while, but there was no sign of any train. Resting my head back on one of the pillars, I gazed up the long walkway toward Inari Mountain.

The buildings reflected warm tones of orange and gold against the dark of night, but I could see a glowing light moving among the shadows. Curious, I got to my feet and made my way cautiously up the stone-lined path.

Eh, what the heck. I feel OK enough to take one more look.

I wandered slowly up the street away from the buzzing lights and electric wires. I was about halfway up when I noticed a figure standing on the steps.

Who’s that up there?

A woman knelt in the shadow of the massive torii gate at the front of the shrine. I could not see her face, but I was close enough to hear the soft murmur of her voice. It almost sounded like she was speaking to it.

This is awfully suspicious.

I watched for a moment, unseen in the shadows. Eventually, she stopped what she was doing and picked up an antique lantern that rested at her feet.

I started after her, but as she passed through the gate, she stopped so abruptly that I had to hide behind it myself.

This is so stupid. What the heck am I doing?

I didn’t know why I was acting so suspicious. This wasn’t any kind of normal behavior sure, but I wasn’t acting rationally myself.

I should just go home.

I started to step out when I felt a movement behind me. The woman was gone and a fox scampered from the shadow where she had been. I caught my breath and slunk quickly back into the shadow.

No, it can’t be.

I chanced another look. The animal had stopped, and I noticed she was carrying a small antique lantern from which shone a soft, pale blue light.

I must be seeing things!

I rubbed my eyes to make sure the sake wasn’t playing tricks on me. Sure enough, the fox was carrying a lantern from her sharp canine jaws.

This has to be a trick.

Unbelieving, I followed her up more stairs and to the long corridor of seemingly endless orange torii that disappeared into the dense foliage of the mountainside.

She stopped, craning her neck, right then left, as if she were searching for an intruder. Those dark eyes shimmered like candles in the shadows as ears pricked to point. She looked everything like the stoic and fearsome guardian of Inari that Michiko had explained.

Finally satisfied, the animal shook her fur and set the lantern down in the middle of the first gate. She stepped back and extended her nose to touch the pale blue light.

What on earth?

Suddenly, the animal’s fur began to transform into a brilliant pearlescent white. The transformation spread rapidly, overtaking the orange until her entire body was the color of fresh snow. As I watched, a second tail grew behind the first, each flicking beside the other with a pale blue fire just above the tip.

I was too scared to move. What was I seeing? “This can’t be real!”

Pert ears instantly flicked in my direction. I ducked away into the shadows. She turned and stared into the darkness with those haunting golden eyes. My heart hammered in my chest.

Go away, go away! This isn’t real. It isn’t real!

After a moment, I chanced a glance back. The strange animal had lost interest now. Turning, she jumped on top of one of the bright orange gates and vanished from sight.

I stayed exactly where I was, my body quivering.

A ghost? No, it can’t be.

I took a deep breath and looked one last time. The temple was silent, empty. Nothing stirred.

Too much sake! I should get home.

•  •  •
 

The Yoshida house loomed dark and quiet as I hastened up the steps and slipped inside. Taking off my shoes, I started to put on some house slippers when a slight movement in the kitchen caught my eye.

“Is that you, Tobias-san?” Aoki peered out from the open doorway. “John-san came home and told us you might be late. Here, would you like me to make some tea? You look awfully pale.”

“Tea? Yes, that would be good.” Feeling the soft cushion of the house slippers, I walked over to the tiny kitchen table. My whole body still felt those blazing eyes staring daggers into my very soul. I tried not to shake. “I just need to stay away from that sake for a while, Aoki-san. That stuff has me seeing things.”

“Seeing things, Tobias-san?” She eased the kettle onto the burner, pouring a little powdered tea into a cup. “Seeing what?”

“Weird stuff. I thought I saw a fox, a white fox with two tails at the Fushimi Inari Shrine.”

“A white fox with two tails?” I noticed a little twinkle in her eye as she asked.

“I thought I saw a fox in the woods yesterday as well. It was quite tame. This one had a weird sort of blue fire around its body though. Pretty strange hallucination, huh?”

“I don’t think it was a hallucination at all, Tobias-san. You saw a kitsune.”

“No, this wasn’t one of those statues.”

“Not just statues, Tobias-san. Kitsune are ‘yokai’, beings that are a part of our larger spiritual world in Japan.”

I remembered reading about some of that spiritual world in college. Everything had a spirit, a god so to speak. “You can’t be saying that stuff is real!”

The kettle began to steam, and Aoki rose and lifted it off the burner to pour the tea. “It may be hard for you to understand, but I believe what you saw was no less real than you or I. Faith is enough to make spirits flesh and blood.”

“What do you mean, Aoki?”

She gestured to a beautifully crafted Shinto shrine on a thin strip of shelf just above the kitchen entryway. Its wooden frame surrounded a placard scrolled with intricate calligraphy. The shrine was topped with a carefully woven thatched roof.

“I think there was a time when people saw the spirits more often in their everyday lives. Time and circumstances of modern life have changed that, but the spirits still remain. Faith is what gives spirits life, Tobias-san. Even though what they do is not always tangible, we must always still have faith.”

“But Aoki …”

“Shh. Drink your tea.” She reached across the table and patted my hands. I felt a bit calmer as I sipped the tea. The liquid had an earthy flavor.

“Let me tell you a story that Jomei once told me. When we were young, he was quite in love with me though the poor boy was too shy then to admit it. One day he stopped to eat lunch without bothering to make his usual offering at a local shrine.

As he started to eat, a man came down the path and struck up a conversation. Jomei listened intently for a long time. Finally, he just couldn’t help it and said, ‘Please excuse me, but I must eat my lunch.’ When Jomei looked into his lunchbox, the contents were all gone except for a single grain of rice!

Confused, he looked around for the man but only found a grinning silver-white fox. Glowing purple fire danced around her as she disappeared. My husband made an offering every day after that, and he built this shrine that sits above the door as a reminder of that day.”

I was taken aback. Jomei was as serious and conservative a fellow as I had met in Japan. This was beyond weird. This was on the level of Bigfoot or ghosts, and as liberal minded and well informed about Japanese culture as I thought I was, I could just not comprehend it!

Aoki patted my shoulder. “I myself have never seen a fox, or a spirit of any kind. But I still believe as do many Japanese people. Do you know why?”

I shook my head no.

“Because, Tobias-san, I have faith in the small things. I see the work of spirits even if I don’t see them myself. I see the life and love I have. I’ve a handsome son, a loving husband, a beautiful house. I am alive with a long life yet ahead of me. I may pray to the gods and spirits, and they will answer in their own way even if I don’t see or understand it.”

I stared up at that little shrine above the door.

Is it possible that these stories about kitsune are true?

I shook the thought from my head.

Don’t be ridiculous, Tobias. Ghosts and things like that aren’t real!

Aoki took my cup. “You should go and get some rest. You’ve had a long, eventful night and will have another early morning tomorrow.”

“Thank you, Aoki.”

I thought about what she’d said when I lay down on my futon upstairs. Outside, the branches of the tree in the front yard scraped against my balcony. I could well imagine dark eyes gazing at me through my window.

Getting up slowly from the futon, I stepped outside. The air was cool, and I pulled my bathrobe closer around me. Kyoto stretched as a mass of twinkling lights across the horizon.

Then I saw a woman with long black hair and a rippling red kimono moving through the empty air toward me. She looked like the lady I had seen at the shrine. I stared, unbelieving as she landed in the branches of the tree. Motes of blue fire floated around her body as she stood there.

I have got to get hold of myself—this is too weird.

I found myself staring into the white features of a fearsome looking fox mask. Tall, pointed ears centered above a thin muzzle, outlined by crimson whiskers and thin grinning mouth. Golden eyes twinkled from the darkness behind the mask.

“Ah, so it was you who followed me, young gaijin.”

She chuckled, her voice young and soft. “That is three times we’ve met now, and each time I have stolen up upon you.”

I just gawked, unsure how to answer or even what to say.

She stretched her hand forward and moved slender fingers under my chin. “You should close your mouth before you catch a cicada.”

I shut it immediately, pressing my lips closely together. She laughed and spun back out to hover in the air beyond the balcony.

“Such a curious boy you are, Gaijin Tobias. You should know better than to stare at others, but I suppose I will forgive your transgression for now. Until we meet again, Tobias Blackwood! And we will meet again!”
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I sat up in bed. The bright numbers of my digital clock shone in my eyes. Moving sluggishly, I parted the blinds and stepped out onto my balcony. Wispy clouds drifted in the sky, and I could see a sprinkling of color in the surrounding hills.

The remnants of the night lingered as hazy images in my memory—a shrine bathed in darkness, a woman, a fox, and then a transformation right before my very eyes. I could see it clearly even though I didn’t remember getting home.

What a freaky dream. Michiko’s chat about the kitsune obviously didn’t mix well with the sake and all that rich food. Still, it was rather cool.

I couldn’t help but feel a little disappointed, half expecting my dream to play out again before my eyes.

No use thinking about it. Best get downstairs for breakfast.

In the kitchen, Aoki hummed over plates of steamed rice, smoked fish and miso soup, a more traditional Japanese fare. Jomei was engrossed in his morning paper just like the day before.

“Good morning, Tobias-san.”

“Good morning to you, Aoki-san. Where is John?”

“Out on errands. He’ll be back.” Jomei grunted. “Did you sleep well?”

“Yes, I had strange dreams though. It must have been a result of last night’s school party.” I noticed a small, carefully wrapped package sitting at my place. “What is this?” I asked.

Jomei squinted behind his glasses. “Open it and find out.”

I opened the neatly folded blue parchment surrounding a small cardboard box. Sliding off the top, I allowed a small white object to fall into my hand. The statue of a five-tailed fox sat on its haunches in my hand, ears erect, and muzzle formed into a faithful grin.

The statue could not have been larger than the flat of my palm, light in weight, made of a single piece of wood carved with such precision that I swore I touched real fur. Even the curve of the smile on its muzzle seemed to have a very life of its own. Painstaking hours had been spent to prepare this little gift. Picking it up, I noticed something rattled curiously on the inside though there didn’t seem to be any hinge or lid.

“This is beautiful. Did you make it, Jomei-san?”

He nodded. “Aoki tells me you are learning about kitsune. I carved it to contain a charm inside. I made it years ago when my son was just a boy. It was meant to watch over him and protect him from harm, but Toji left it behind when he married. It’s been sitting gathering dust in my workroom since he moved away, so I figured you might get more use out of it than he did.”

I didn’t know what to say, but I was about to thank him when Aoki called back, twisting one of the knobs on the stove. “Jomei-san wa, sutōbu ga futatabi dete imasu!”[22]

He grumbled as he rose to his feet and hobbled over to begin tinkering with the stove. I observed the finer details of the statue. It was strange, but I felt like the object was staring right back at me.

When Jomei returned to his chair, I bowed my head. “Thank you, Jomei-san. I’ll keep it safe.”

He nodded and returned to his paper. A moment later the kitchen door opened, and John bounded right in and sat at his usual spot. “Hey, Tobi!” He stopped, staring at the object in my hand. “Whoa, what’s that?”

“Jomei gave me a kitsune statue.” I leaned toward him. “They think these things are real.”

“Well, maybe they are!” He saw my stunned expression and waved his hand. “Look, Tobi, I’m never one to judge another culture. Everyone has stories, gods, folklore.

The Maori of New Zealand have their own spirits. They speak to them, make offerings and believe what they do just as you or I. Some Japanese will see a wild fox or even a tanuki and think nothing more or less of the animal. It’s no different than any other religion or belief.”

“Tanuki? Those are … like raccoons, right?”

“They look like raccoons, but they resemble a badger or wild dog more than a raccoon—kind of cute but really shifty. They are rare nowadays but sometimes venture down from the mountains.

Tanuki are also like the foxes in the stories, notorious tricksters, shape-shifters and that sort of thing. They love sake and getting drunk off the stuff. You’ll see them outside lots of taverns for that reason. I guess there are many strange creatures in Japanese legend.”

I thought about what he said a moment. Could the girl I’d seen yesterday at the temple have startled a fox from its hiding place? After all, I’d had a bit too much to drink, and it was very dark. The flickering light of those lanterns could easily have played tricks on my eyes.

It’s more interesting to think of it the other way though.

I wanted to ask more, but John was focused on his food. He downed his rice in about three gulps before snatching his lunch. “I have to take a trip down to Osaka tonight, Tobi. You probably won’t see me until tomorrow.”

“What are you going down there for?”

“I have paperwork to fill out in case I want to transfer schools. I always wanted to teach at a high school level.”

I stared at him. “Wait, you’re leaving already?”

He shook his head. “Don’t worry. I’m not going anywhere yet. When I do, I should have plenty of notice.”

I nodded, but I couldn’t help feeling a little disappointed hearing him talk about it. With all this weird stuff going on, I certainly needed John’s guidance.

We arrived at school and enjoyed a pot of freshly brewed coffee waiting for us in the staff lounge. As I nursed a cup, I heard a stirring at the door. Chikako peered at me from around the corner.

“Well, hello, Chikako-chan.”

A slender hand appeared and settled on the girl’s head as Michiko slid her graceful frame through the open doorway. Her hair was tied into neat braids down her back with tiny wooden beads woven through. The same orange and white tassel sash she wore the other day swung beside her as she sat.

I offered a cup. “Coffee or tea?”

“Neither, thank you, Tobias-san,” she said sitting beside me. “Chikako-chan, naze anata wa asobiba ni dekakemasen ka? Kore wa kodomo no tame no bashode wanai.”[23]

The little girl ran outside to join her friends. Michiko sat across from me, holding out a neat packet of papers. I glanced at them.

“What’s all this?”

“Forms for today’s field trip. We are going out to Kiyomizu Temple today.”

“Wait, a field trip? I don’t remember anything about that.”

She blushed, looking a bit embarrassed. “Yes, I forgot about it with everything that happened yesterday too. Not to worry, Tobias-san. All we have to do is go with the children and make sure they fill out these questions.”

I looked them over. “Seems simple enough. Where is this place?”

“Just a short bus ride back into Kyoto,” she said. “The temple has been associated with its cleansing waters for hundreds of years. It’s said to bring students good luck.”

“Well, the way things are going, I suppose I need all the divine intervention I can get. All right, I’m ready!”

Corralling the kids onto the buses wasn’t hard. They had the usual assortment of backpacks, clipboards and lunches all ready when we came down. It was a relief to see that the kids were all wearing their yellow hats with the Maeda logo on them.

That will make it easier to keep track of them all.

The trip to Kyoto wasn’t long, but the children were antsy. There were numerous little disturbances that Michiko and I had to handle.

We arrived in a busy commercial neighborhood, and as I stepped down off the bus, I felt a little confused. “Where’s the temple?”

Michiko pointed up a street, past shops and stalls that lined either side. “Up that way, but we have to go through here first, of course.”

It was early, but the street was busy with lots of people, and the going was slow. There were so many strange foods and wares for sale here from fish to fried food and novelty items. All the merchants knew a good opportunity when they saw it, and they called out to us and tried to get the kids to stop at their particular shop.

At one point, some of the students wanted ice cream, but we quickly pried them away from the delicious display. Finally, we emerged out from the street into a courtyard with stairs and a large pagoda at the top. Beyond this, I could see a very large and impressive building that I guessed to be the main part of the temple.

“Here is your pass, Tobias-Sensei,” Michiko said, handing it to me. She then turned to the kids. “Ima no kodomo-tachi wa, issho ni taizai. Anata no sorezore wa, pasu o uketanode, sore ga chikaku ni iji suru ka, anata no naka ni shutoku suru koto wa arimasen kakujitsudearu.”[24]

I took the pass and suddenly realized where I was. The image on it showed a red temple on a hill with a veranda that looked out over Kyoto. I’d seen this place in pictures!

“Well, this is a very pleasant surprise.”

There were people lined up outside, but the wait wasn’t very long. The corridors were dark and dimly lit with a strong smell of incense drifting everywhere. We stepped around a corner and out onto the huge balcony overlooking a deep ravine.

There were crowds of people here as well, mostly tourists and other students, but we managed to keep our group of Maeda School yellow hats together. Lots of little jaws dropped in wonder at the golden statues in the sanctuary.

I took the opportunity to peek over the side. There were flowering cherry trees below, and beyond them the temple looked out over the city of Kyoto. It was an impressive sight especially when we looped around and along a walkway.

I saw the view of the temple as a whole just like I recalled from the pictures in my mind. The long slanting roof extended over the balcony with the flowering trees below and the city behind. It was beautiful and would have been even more so if not for the people.

“I can’t believe I’m here,” I admitted aloud.

“It is a beautiful sight. Kiyomizu Temple has been around since the earliest days of Kyoto.” Michiko pointed to the complicated latticework supporting it all. “They say that there’s not a single nail used in the whole structure of the temple. Down below us is the Otowa Waterfall, and that’s where we’re going next.”

The line of people stretched out along the path and up into the trees. The kids were getting antsy and most of them were hungry.

“Nintai, kodomo-tachi,” Michiko told them. “Watashitachiha,-ji no yotei sa rete iru. Tobias-Sensai to watashi wa anata ni shitagau.”[25]

We eventually approached a space where three channels of water dropped down from a concrete slab and into a pool below. People were extending bottles and ladles out to catch it while others simply reached out with their hands.

When our turn came, the kids stopped fidgeting and filed through one at a time. They took the ritual seriously. I looked at Michiko. “You said this spring brings good luck for students in their studies?”

“The spring is said to grant wishes,” she explained. “The students all pray that they will be successful in school. You can wish for what you want.”

I could think of a few ideas, but none was quite as important as the thought of being together with her. When it was my turn, I approached the streams of water and watched what Michiko did.

“Do I just take some?”

“Yes. Just do what I taught you at the wash basin at Fushimi Shrine. It’s basically the same principle.” She reached out with the long pole, washed both her hands and then drank the liquid. I noticed she paused, probably making her wish.

When it was my turn, I did the same. The water was cold and refreshing as I paused to gaze down at my reflection in the pool below.

Help me to guide my students and give me the courage to find my way here in Japan.

After we were done with blessings, we gathered together and settled down for lunch. Michiko found a place in the shadow of the ravine, and the kids worked on their assignment while they ate. She and I found our own spot on a ledge looking over them all. I was about to take out my own lunch when Chikako approached us with two of her friends.

“Suru koto ga deki masu watashi-tachi wa anata to, Tobias-Sensei wa chūshoku o taberu?”[26]

I smiled as the translation came. “I suppose if Michiko-Sensei is happy with that?”

She nodded and the kids joined us on the ledge. They sat talking and giggling among themselves while they worked. It was nice to sit listening to them talk even if I didn’t understand a word.

I reached into my own bag, fumbling with the assorted things inside: sandwich in plastic wrap, thermos, and an apple. I stopped as my hand brushed against something unexpected.

What’s that?

It was Jomei’s kitsune statue.

How did this get here? I swore I had left it at home.

Michiko glanced up mid-bite from her noodles, and her eyes transfixed on the small statue. “Where did you get that, Tobias-san?”

“My host father, Jomei, gave it to me. Would you like to see?”

“Hai,” she said with hand outstretched. I placed it gently in her palm, and she ran her fingers over it. “How exquisite!” Michiko shook it lightly with a curious rattle of the charm within. “Sounds like there’s something inside.”

“Yes, Jomei said that he put some kind of protective charm in the statue because he and his wife, Aoki, think these kitsune are real.”

She stared at me a moment before offering the statue back. “They are not alone in that thinking, Tobias-san. Many others share that faith.”

I took my apple from the lunch bag and placed it beside the statue on the concrete ledge. “I guess I understand. The Native Americans have a similar creature called ‘Coyote’, a trickster but also a guardian. To them, the animal is as real as the spiritual myth that surrounds it.”

“Well, you could say the same about here, Tobias-san,” she said. I followed her eyes over the children on the grass, heard the trickling of the water and the murmuring of the crowds on the veranda above us.

“I suppose you’re right Michiko. I just—” I stopped as I grabbed for my apple. An orange sat in its spot. I stood and glanced around.

Where’d my apple go? I’d swear I’d had it just now.

My eyes fell to the tiny statue. In that fleeting instant, all those images from my dream came flooding back. “No way …”

Michiko started to laugh, her hand covering mouth. I spun around to face her. “What’s so funny, Michiko?”

She shook her head and opened her hand revealing the apple in her fingers. “Here, Tobias-san. I hope you will forgive a bit of mischief on my part.”

I stared at the fruit in her hand. I hadn’t even seen her replace it. “Why, Michiko?

She handed the apple back to me, “You believed for a moment, didn’t you?”

I flashed back to Aoki’s words at the dinner table the previous night. “Faith is what gives spirits life, Tobias-san. Even though what they do is not always tangible, we must always have faith.”

“I guess I did,” I admitted, smiling as I bit into the apple. “Of course, that was some pretty fast work with your hands too. I’ll get you back for the prank later, Michiko-san.”

She took the orange, tossing it up and effortlessly catching it. “I’ll look forward to it, Tobias-san.”
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John came home from his trip later that evening. I joined him in the kitchen as Aoki set out dinner on the table. I was talking about the field trip when I asked him why he thought Michiko was working at the school.

“You’d think she’d be in a business or something, John. She’s very bright.”

He looked up at me from across the dinner table. Something in his eyes spoke of quiet amusement. He put his chopsticks down and leaned over the table toward me.

“She’s smart as a whip, Tobi, but Michiko has Chikako to take care of. Being close to her is probably more important than a career in business.”

I nodded. “Yeah, I kind of thought that as well.”

Aoki peered over at me from where she was cleaning an old, well used pan. “You have a friend at work, Tobias-san?”

“Oh, yes. I forgot to tell you about her. Her name is Michiko Yamasaki, and she lives somewhere near Fushimi.”

“Ah, I see. It is excellent that you are making new friends so quickly.”

I nodded before remembering a question I’d meant to ask. I leaned over and whispered to John, not wanting to be rude in asking. “Hey, John, I noticed that when Michiko smiles, she hides it. Why is that?”

He blinked at me. “I dunno really. Something to do with a very old belief that one shouldn’t show emotion. The Japanese tend to hide their emotions. I figured you know about that.”

I frowned, recalling something to that effect from my Japanese culture courses. “I guess I still have a lot to learn about a people who believe in kitsune and play pachinko endlessly in the same day.”

“Only the Japanese could invent a gambling pinball machine without actually gambling because it’s illegal.” He laughed. “They’re a complex contradiction sometimes.”

“Yeah, it’s stranger than I expected.”

“Well that’s what made you have an interest in them to begin with, Tobi! Part of what draws people like you and me to Japan is how weird it can be to us.” He stood and clapped me on the shoulder. “I’d best get some rest. I had a long day. See you tomorrow mornin’, Tobi.”

“Good night, John.”

When he was gone, Aoki smiled over at me. “Do you want dessert, Tobias-san?”

“No! No, thank you! I couldn’t eat another bite!”

She nodded. “Well, why don’t you go out and visit Jomei in his workshop? I think he was making something for you out there.”

“Jomei is making me something? Sure, I’ll go out and see.”

Outside, the air was still warm, and little bugs fluttered around a tiny lantern that hung just outside the door. The Yoshidas actually had a very nice backyard, a rarity in Japan. There was just enough room for a flower and vegetable garden along with a tiny shack in the back corner.

The door to the ramshackle building was open, and I could see Jomei half slumped over a workbench inside. He was sitting on an old wooden carpenter’s stool that looked like it had seen better days.

“Tobias-san!” He grunted. “Don’t just stand out there now! I have some work for you.”

“Hai, of course, Jomei-san.” Inside was cozy, to put it mildly. Piles of wood sat on long benches to either side of me, each in a different state of work from bare planks to half-finished columns. There were also more intricately detailed projects that appeared to be near completion.

There were no machines here except a very old lathe that loomed in the back of the structure like an immense sleeping metal dragon. A ceiling light cast shadows on walls plastered with plans of buildings, Japanese gates, little shrines and even a sketch or two of my little kitsune statue with various notes scribbled in hastily drawn Japanese kanji.

“What is all this?”

“This is my project room. I’ve maintained half the shrines from here to Osaka with my own tools and two hands. Now tell me, what kind of experience do you have with wood working, Tobias-san?”

“Only a little,” I admitted. “My grandfather helped me build a planter for my Eagle Scout project.”

“Ah, Boy Scouts! An Eagle Scout, good for you! Well, come over here. I want you to assist me with this little project. Take up that chisel over there and have a seat wherever there’s space.”

I picked up the chisel that lay on a bench beside me before elbowing a little space to peer down at what he was doing. His hand was wrapped around a piece of wood not much larger than his palm.

As he turned it around, I saw the statue of a kitsune with a single tail standing straight behind it. The fox’s coat was half-finished, and the face was only carved into a haphazard square beneath triangular ears.

“What exactly is it you want me to do, Jomei-san?”

He held out the statue. “I want you to help me finish by carving the face.”

Finish it?

I blinked. “I wouldn’t want to ruin it, Jomei.”

“There are no mistakes, Tobias-san, not in art that flows from the soul. There are lessons in everything we do. You wish to know about our culture so you must understand what it is to speak to the spirits, to see the spirit within the wood, draw it out and give it shape.”

“I can’t do that!”

He sighed and put a hand on my shoulder. “If you say you cannot, then you cannot, Tobias-san.”

Crud.

Biting my lip, I clutched the tiny statuette in my left hand, the chisel shaking in my right. I had no idea what I was doing. Slowly, I maneuvered the bladed edge along the tip of the snout and … “crack!” off popped the very tip.

“Oh, no!”

Jomei laughed. “It’s all right, Tobias-san. Look, see how the nose curves? You have a good beginning for the muzzle with that. All you need to do is smooth it out. Try to apply a little less pressure this time.”

I nodded, pressing my index finger near the razor’s edge of the blade and slowly carved away smooth sections of wood. After that, he showed me how to make the fine lines of the animal’s coat. Jomei leaned down to fetch a small oily can of paint from one of his workbenches.

“Very good. Finish the snout, Tobias-san.”

I kept carving until I saw the beginnings of a long, thin muzzle finally taking shape in my nervous hands. Jomei looked over my work carefully, then he dipped his brush into the can of black paint. It didn’t take long to dry. He then reached for a very thin brush and a bottle of white ink.

“I think we will need to fill in the nose and eyes if you’re ready. Just dab a bit on the tip of the brush there and where the eyes should be, but leave a slight area of white in the very center of the eye to give a sense of reflection.”

“This is hard, Jomei-san!” I dabbed a small bead upon the very tip of the snout and two more round ones on either side of the muzzle just beneath the ears. I left a point open as Jomei suggested, and sure enough, there was now life in those eyes. I mused over the finished features of the statue, noticing the difference between it and the white one he had given me earlier.

“Why does this one have so few tails and mine has so many, Jomei-san?”

“To show the age, Tobias-san. A kitsune’s tails are very magical, you see. They gain a tail every hundred years until they are nine hundred.”

“Nine hundred years is a long time.”

“Not to a kitsune. They grow wiser with age. The nine-tailed foxes are the most powerful, actually becoming immortal and all knowing; they are called kyuubi-no-kitsune.”

I ran my finger over the black coat of the statue’s back feeling the tiny indentations that created its spine. “Why is this one black and the other white?”

“Inari’s Kitsune are always white but black foxes are also good luck. I choose to show the ying and yang.” He set the statue down. “Why the sudden interest in kitsune, Tobias-san?”

“Well, I always wanted to learn more about Japanese legends. Maybe it will help me in the classroom.”

Jomei rested his hands on his knees. “There are two kinds of kitsune, and their treatment of humans can be very complicated. The Inari foxes are known as myobu. They are both wise and mercurial in their attitudes and association with humans.

They do not suffer the foolish, the vain or the greedy. They will use their mischief and magic to bring low even the mightiest of men for possessing these traits. They reward the worthy, though, with their wisdom, strength and sometimes their very lives.

Then there are foxes known as nogitsune which literally means ‘outsider’ foxes. They do not pledge themselves to Inari. These are often cruel and malicious beings that reside in dark and sinister places. It is the duty of Inari’s foxes to ward off evil nogitsune.”

I nodded thinking of the fox I had met. She was definitely an Inari Kitsune. “Has one of Inari’s messengers ever befriended a human, Jomei-san?”

“Hai, of course! Our history is full of stories where foxes grow attached to mortals and offer protection and wisdom for as long as they are welcome. Having an Inari fox watch over you is considered a great blessing, but you have to be careful. Gifts from kitsune are not what they appear to be.

The foxes take objects from nature and transform them into things we covet, but in the end those gifts will return to their natural form. For example, a man given gold from a fox will later discover his new found wealth to be nothing more than leaves or stones.”

I nodded, remembering my first encounter in the woods when the coins turned to leaves within my hand. “Do the other foxes do that?”

“Oh, yes, evil nogitsune prey upon the flaws of others. Where Inari’s foxes may punish the unrighteous with playful pranks, the nogitsune lead the unwary or foolish to ruin.

They are little better than demons who seek to make man sin or steal souls. You will find many spirits are like them in Japan, Tobias. Demons are born from the sins of men and women. They take form to prey upon the weak or foolish. I used to love the scary stories that my grandfather told me when I was small. My favorite was of the fox witch Tamamo-no-Mae.”

“Tamamo-no-mae?”

He nodded quietly. “It’s a very long, very tragic tale. She appears in stories throughout the ancient eastern world leaving a path of death and destruction in her wake. In the Japanese story, Tamamo-no-Mae was an evil kyuubi, a nine-tailed fox. She desired power and transformed herself into an imperial courtesan.

Tamamo was the most beautiful and intelligent woman that anyone had ever met. She gathered immense political power in the court and displayed magical abilities as well. Men came from far and wide to hear her speak or to catch a glimpse of her. Not surprisingly, her gifts were not lost on the emperor.

He fell in love with Tamamo and lavished her with affections. He spent a great deal of time with her, so much so that he became more and more reclusive. Many people at the court noticed that he was behaving strangely. Eventually, the emperor became gravely ill. Priests and doctors were summoned but could not cure the strange infirmity. Then one day an astrologer named Abe No Yasu came to court.

Yasu was the descendant of Inari Kitsune. He could sense a malignant intent within Tamamo-no-Mae. He used his power to reveal her true form as a golden furred fox, and she fled. The Emperor recovered, and when he found out that the kitsune had caused his sickness, he became enraged. He sent his best warriors to hunt the fox and exterminate her once and for all.

Tamamo was not easy prey. She used her powers to appear in the warrior’s dreams. She begged for her life, but the hunters had no mercy for one who had wished to bring ruin upon Japan. They chased her all the way to the Nasu plain which is to the north of modern day Tokyo.

When Tamamo-no-mae was finally destroyed, her body turned into a stone that killed anyone who came near it. Some stories say that her spirit lingers in that stone to this day. Others claim she eventually found redemption, but who is to say?”

I shivered. “Wow, that is quite the story. How would I know a good kitsune from a bad one though?”

Jomei frowned thoughtfully. “Most stories say that you can tell a kitsune by looking for the tail. Even in human form there is difficulty hiding it. The best way to avoid the bad kitsune is to always use your best judgment and do not be tempted off a moral path. You’re a smart young man and know better than to trust in the wiles of ill contented spirits.”

“I bet Michiko knows all these old stories too.”

“Michiko is a girl you know?” Jomei stared at me with quiet amusement.

“Yes. She is my translator. She was the one who first told me about kitsune.”

“I see. Well, as the father of a son who fell in love with a westerner, I will trust you to use your best judgment in your relationship with this young woman. Now I need some time to finish my work.”

So that’s what happened with their son.

I nodded. “Thank you, Jomei-san.”

Aoki was on the phone when I looked in through the back door. I didn’t want to interrupt her. I felt the inescapable urge to take a walk. I glanced up at the mountain. It seemed so nice and peaceful up there.

What could it hurt to go out and stretch my legs?
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I eased myself away from the back door and walked over to the wall, glancing back toward the house and Jomei’s shack. Both he and Aoki would probably wonder where I went.

No point in worrying about that now though.

I pulled myself up on top of the wall and balanced precariously, eyeing the narrow alleyway that ran behind the house. It wasn’t a far drop down, but the height of the wall certainly gave a different sense of proportion.

There were trash cans pushed up against the wall beneath me, and I figured to use them as a step. I slowly lowered myself, reaching out a toe to catch the edge of the nearest can. As my foot touched, I felt the can give way, and I tumbled to the earth sprawling into scattered refuse.

That was stupid.

I lay there a moment feeling foolish and sneaky, skulking behind the wall like some vagrant. It was very dark behind the houses, lit only by the flickering light of a few old street lamps that hung down from the buzzing power poles.

Taking a short walk along the dim alleyway, I found myself on the main street that led up the mountain path. It wasn’t much farther before the houses merged into unbroken bamboo groves. There were no lights to guide my way, no clearly defined road other than the forest floor.

I should have brought a flashlight.

Pushing aside an errant branch, I moved slowly up the path allowing my eyes to grow accustomed to the gloom. The forest around me was a world of shadow with the bamboo becoming great looming pillars. A floating mist drifted across the damp earth. Moonlight pierced the branches and gave me little pools of illumination to guide my way.

Suddenly, a flash of something caught the corner of my eye. A distant blue flame glimmered in the trees up ahead.

What’s that?

Moving carefully, I edged my way along mindful of the thick roots that lined the path. The light came closer with each step I took. Then without warning, it went out and left me in inky blackness. I cursed as I nicked my arm against the thick bark of a tree.

“Bah, darn it!” My fingers traced a little stinging path and something warm on my arm. Blood.

This is what I get for being stupid.

I squinted through the gloom. Something was in the darkness just ahead. A small structure hunkered in a little niche beneath the branches of a very large tree.

It was a small shrine, no more than a makeshift shack of grey boards with bamboo mats on dusty floorboards covered with leaves. In the center was an altar with a worn brown placard covered in Japanese kanji and an old candle in front of it. A single fox statue lay amid the remnants of a moth eaten red bib.

I guessed the candle might be the source of the earlier light, but a touch to its tip, however, proved it cold and unused. It looked like no one had been here in a long time. Cobwebs hung in the corners.

I couldn’t help but feel sorry for whoever had built this shrine. Someone took a lot of time and care to make a sacred place for the spirits to gather, but now it looked long forgotten.

Well, no sense in leaving it this way.

Crouching down, I cleared away the leaves and straightened the statue.

I guess I do my Boy Scout training proud.

I put my hands together and offered a simple prayer.

I hope that I have pleased the spirit of this shrine.

I opened my eyes, but nothing stirred. The shrine lay in silence as it had when I arrived.

I sighed. I should head back.

My first steps away from the shrine found me stumbling over a large boulder.

Funny, I don’t remember this stone coming up the path.

“That was a very kind thing you did, Gaijin.” The sudden sound of a woman’s voice caught me off guard. I spun around.

“Who’s there?” Nothing answered my question. I called out again. “I know you’re here. I saw the light up at the shrine!”

“You should know the answer to your own question by now, Tobias Blackwood,” she replied.

I balled my fists. “I’m not about to play games! Where are you?”

“Why, I am right here, Gaijin.” The surface of the boulder shifted beneath me. Looking down, I saw a pair of gleaming golden eyes staring at me.

The form of a fox cast in stone rippled through the surface of the boulder. The fox moved as if in a dream and stretched her fore and hind paws out as if shaking from a long slumber. Blue fire danced around two bushy tails, once a coil of moss. They swayed back and forth to catch the edges of low-lying branches.

“You should watch where you step.”

Terror gripped me as I fell back into the dirt. I shook my head. “You’re not real! This is just some weird delusion! I must have hit my head.”

She opened her mouth in a muffled yawn, revealing smoothly formed teeth that looked like tiny daggers. Those golden eyes stared at me quietly, slit pupils widening in the darkness.

A long tongue lolled to the side of her mouth like an expectant dog’s. “I am more real than you want to admit, and you know it, Gaijin.”

“I’ve gone insane. I’ve somehow completely and utterly lost my mind.”

She chuckled. “If that’s what you want to believe, I am not opposed. I’ve always thought you mortals were crazy myself.”

I glared at the fox. “You’re not helping!”

She shrugged regarding me with quiet mirth. “What harm is there in speaking to me? You say I can’t be real, so why not play along? You have nothing to fear from me, Gaijin.”

I paused hesitating. “Fine, I’ll play. Why are you here?”

“I am one of the keepers of this particular shrine. It has been a long time since a human has attended to it and given such care.” Her head dipped low to the earth as if to bow toward me, her eyes half closed as paws bent to allow the deepest gesture. “You have my thanks.”

“Your thanks?”

“For cleaning a shrine of Inari,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Gods, you are rather dense.”

“Oh, well, I didn’t think it was anything special,” I admitted. “No offense to Inari, of course!”

She came closer to me until her face was inches from my own. “You are a very curious one, Gaijin. I was surprised the first time I saw you. I cannot recall ever speaking to a westerner. Then again, you are an extraordinary young man, Tobias Blackwood.”

“How do you know my name?”

“You told me once before. Don’t you remember?”

I froze. “The girl on the path! The fox I saw after she disappeared!” I stared at her. “Who are you?”

“Ah, that is the first intelligent question you’ve asked. A name is a powerful thing in the wrong hands. It can be twisted against one by treacherous spirits or tiresome mortals. As I said once before, you may call me Matsuri.” She sat down on her haunches, tails coiled around her feet.”

“Then you are a kitsune!”

“Correct, human,” she said with a yawn.

“You were praying at Fushimi the other night so that means you’re one of Inari’s foxes?”

She chuckled to herself with a flick of her tails. “You have a penchant for stating the obvious.”

I frowned.

This fox is taunting me.

The obvious fact that I was speaking to a talking fox seemed like the least strange thing this evening.

“Why are you stalking me?”

“Stalking you?” Her head half-cocked to one side. “Don’t flatter yourself. As I said, I find you curious. I am not following you for any other reason than that.”

“Why did you trick me then? You left those coins on the ground and then faked me out up on the trail!”

She laughed. “I needed a distraction, Gaijin”

“Well, thanks, I guess.” I scratched the back of my head. “Hey! You’re a shape-shifter right? Can I see you transform into something, like your human form again?”

She scoffed. “I’m not a dog, Gaijin. I won’t simply sit or roll over at your command.”

“Oh, of course. I didn’t mean it like that!”

She must have noticed my obvious disappointment because she sighed and her furry shoulders slumped with resignation. “Oh, all right. Fine! I’ll do it, but only because you did one favor in turn.”

She stepped back and planted her feet firmly on the ground, and her eyes closed. As I watched, a blue aura like a fire began to ripple from her tails and coursed along her entire body.

Her torso changed shifting upwards as she rose from four legs to two. Stubby toes on her forepaws grew out as they became hands and fingers tipped with fine claws. Her hind legs changed to human feet, fur dissipating into soft pink skin.

I watched awestruck. My body tingled as if charged with static electricity. The transformation flowed seamlessly, molding her body as if it were clay. Her ears shrank to the side of her head as black hair grew and fell long down her back. Her muzzle shifted back, but the changes to her human face were immediately concealed by the white features of a kitsune mask.

When it was finished, she turned with golden eyes twinkling behind the dark recesses of the mask. “Well, what do you think?”

I was completely at a loss for words. Where there had once been a fox, there was now the woman from my balcony. She was dressed in the same fox-red kimono as before, and her tails had become the obi sash around her waist. In fact, if it weren’t for the tails and that mask, she would be almost completely unrecognizable from the animal she’d been moments before.

I stuttered and stumbled over my words. “It’s breathtaking! I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything like it.”

“Do you always act this way when you see a lady changing?”

“What? No! It wasn’t like that!” I cried out, blushing.

She laughed derisively. “I’m joking, Gaijin. I have to admit, the look on your face watching my transformation was priceless.”

“You seem to enjoy having fun at my expense,” I grumbled.

Her eyes softened. “Oh, come now. Do not be a poor sport. It is in my nature to test a human’s worth. As it is, you’ve caught my attention by taking time to clean the shrine. You are a westerner unfamiliar with our customs, but you can actually see and hear me. Yes, there is something about you that I cannot quite put my paw upon at the moment, but it piques my curiosity.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“You shall find out in your own due time, my dear Gaijin. Now, dust yourself off and get home. You are worried after.”

She bowed with a flourish of her tails and another dip of her head. Then she leaped up into the air as the blue flame drifted around her body once more. The fire lingered in the air a moment before she vanished with a sound of subtle laughter.

I stood a minute in awe.

This is all more real than I wanted to admit.

I sighed and shook my head. “I think I’ve had enough excitement for tonight.”

Aoki was waiting for me at the door when I came down off the mountain. She immediately came out, fussing after me as I came up the walkway to the house. “There you are, Tobias-san! You had us both worried. I had dessert waiting for you when you left! Where did you go?”

I shook my head, not sure what I should say. I wasn’t about to admit what I had just experienced, at least not yet.

“Sorry. I guess I needed to take a walk to get my head on straight.” I sighed. “I think I’ll skip dessert and go to bed. I have to work tomorrow.”

“Sleep well, Tobias-san.”

The beautiful black fox statue was sitting on my bed. The features seemed to glisten with the same lifelike glow of the white one. I lifted it up and found a little parchment written in English beneath its paws. I closed the door and sat down on my bed, opening the letter.
 

Tobias-san,
 Keep in mind something my father and grandfather told me. Be as the fox of Inari, keen and wise. Do not allow wild foxfire to beguile you.
 —Jomei

 

I closed my fingers around the statue.

This is all so bizarre, so surreal. What would anyone back home think?

I shook my head and traced my fingers over the statue’s ears and recalled the kitsune’s words. “I am more real than you want to admit, and you know it, Gaijin.”
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It was a rather strange and lonely ride to work over the following weeks. I felt like an island in a sea of Japanese people. Even when John was there, I felt out of place and alone. It was something I couldn’t escape. Following my lesson plans, class went well, and the children seemed to enjoy hearing me repeat Japanese words as I tried to learn them. I reduced them to giggles a few times.

At lunchtime one day, Michiko and I ate outside beneath the branches of what was becoming our favorite tree. From here I could watch the children play while quietly munching on the vegetarian spring rolls that Aoki had packed for me.

“Tell me more about California, Tobias-san. Is your hometown anything like Kyoto?”

“Huh? Oh, no, not at all. My hometown is just a small college town. It’s nestled in a long valley beneath the shadow of seven mountains that stretch all the way to the ocean. Beyond the town are only vineyards, farms, estuaries, long stretches of beach and rugged coast for miles and miles.”

She sat up closer, and I could sense her interest in the subject. “Is it near the bigger cities?”

“No, it is not. Most of the bigger cities are several hours away north and south. Our downtown has only two main streets, and one of the old California missions sits right in the center next to a creek. It’s a huge white adobe building with a broad front and four bells inside arches of the tower.”

“Mission, like a temple, yes?”

“Sort of like that, yes. It’s a church, and there is a brick plaza at the front. Sometimes there is an exhibit or musical entertainment taking place. The mission bells ring through the whole city at noon each day.”

She giggled. “We hear bells here from the temples sometimes, especially at Fushimi where I live.”

“Yeah, it’s comforting to hear them. I miss hearing mine though. They sound very different from Japanese bells. Anyways, there’s even an old movie theater called the Del Rey. It’s an art deco building with bright neon lights and a beautiful, cavernous interior with hand painted walls and three hundred seats.”

“I wish I could see it.”

I smiled. “Maybe one day you will. It would only be fair for me to play tour guide for you after what you’ve done for me.”

I saw the image of each place sprout quiet questions in her eyes as I described them. She frowned, gazing at me. “You must be very homesick. I know I would be.”

“Yeah, I guess I am. But there’s a lot of Kyoto to see, Michiko. I suppose that’s enough to take my mind off it.”

“Well, I should show you around then.” She patted my hand.

I smiled and took a bite of my apple. “What about you, Michiko? What was it like to grow up here in Kyoto, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“Well, I didn’t grow up here, but I would say Kyoto is a liquid city, Tobias-san. Everywhere you go there is water flowing ceaselessly from the hills and down along canals into the river through the heart of town.

Downtown is full of trendy stores, restaurants and tall buildings. I’d hesitate to call it cosmopolitan because it’s not close to places like Tokyo, but it is very different from everything that surrounds it.

The neighborhoods and streets become quieter as you get further away. Eventually, you are in the hills where there are many temples and beautiful gardens, most of them very famous and very old.

It lends a sense of timelessness, I think, that ties us from the present to the past. After all, this was the ancient capital and you can find remnants of that past everywhere. Day and night, past and present meet. The city is alive, busy and humming.

There is always something to do! Chikako and I get dressed up in our kimonos, and we go to festivals. We eat good food. We dance and we join in with everyone having fun.”

“Sounds like it. I have to admit, though, it’s different than I expected.”

“You thought we only had wooden houses,” she asked laughing.

“Well, part of me did, yes. I’d wanted to see places like Tokyo when I read about them, but I think I’d like the quieter spaces than those, Michiko.”

“Kyoto is nothing like Tokyo, Tobias-san, but they will both challenge your perception for the best. There’s one area called Nishiki Market which is Kyoto’s grocery. Every kind of Japanese food can be found there along with other goods and wares from knives to comic books. It’s a very colorful and eclectic collection of everything about Japan. I think you’d like it!”

“It sounds awesome!”

“It is! Why don’t I treat you to a tour tonight before you go home? I know a wonderful noodle stand with the best ramen you’ve ever tasted.”

“That sounds good. Count me in.”

School’s end made me anxious as I waited for Michiko just outside the front gate. It seemed like an age before she came out with Chikako beside her. “Are you ready, Tobias-san?”

“I think so!”

We boarded a train and took it back into Kyoto proper, then got off at a busy area that seemed more like a mall than an underground train station. Ascending to street level, the three of us emerged near a narrow alleyway with a roof overhead to protect it from the elements. The place had shops lining the walkway, and it was crowded with hundreds of people even though it probably couldn’t hold four people abreast.

“There it is, Tobias-san.”

I gulped, feeling my fear of crowded spaces suddenly return. “Through there?”

“Yes, don’t worry. I’ll stay by you.”

“Watashi wa, koko ni mo Tobias-Sensei ni narudeshou!” Chikako piped in.[27]

I looked at them both, feeling the queasiness in my gut but nodded. “All right, lead the way.”

As we stepped through together, I was immediately swallowed by the throng. My heart raced a moment as Michiko’s black hair mingled with dozens of others surrounding it. I couldn’t even see Chikako’s pink blazer next to her.

Looking back, I saw the exit closed in with more people. I started to panic.

No way out now. The only path is forward.

Then I felt a hand grip mine. Michiko and Chikako were there right in front of me smiling. “This way, Tobias-san.”

The crowd moved slowly. Here and there people stopped and lingered at the many shops and stalls that lined either side of the narrow space. I caught glimpses of the wares being offered as we passed by.

In one, a woman worked a large rotating machine that belched sweet and aromatic smoke of roasting nuts. These were sold in paper bags to customers.

“Roasted chestnuts,” Michiko explained.

Just across was a shop with bright, shining knives displayed in the window. I could see the sheen, the craftsmanship of metal like miniature samurai swords. Down the way, I found a completely different shop and a fish monger standing beside his ice box.

He was an old, forlorn man, with a sad, drooping face. He called out in a soft, sing-song tone. “Shinsen’na sakana, koko ni shinsen’na sakana!”[28]

I looked at the fish, realizing that freshness was an understatement. Some of the boxes and barrels in front of him were filled with flitting scales or wiggling tails.

The strangest sight by far was the bright red octopus spiked onto sticks like lollipops. I saw nothing similar at any of the dozens of other stores and stopped to stare for so long that the owner offered me one.

“Oh, no! I couldn’t,” I insisted, trying to convey my meaning. She frowned with disappointment and Michiko took it instead.

“Octopus with quail egg stuffed inside,” she explained. “Quite delicious!”

“I’ll take your word for it, Michiko.”

She laughed. “Don’t worry, Tobias-san. That’s where we are going, right there!”

I looked, and the narrow street opened up to a larger one. Just ahead was a small crowd of people gathered around a little rolling cart not unlike those hot dog vendors I saw at ball games back in the states. Instead of hot dogs, this one had a big picture of a steaming bowl of noodles on the front.

The smell was enough to suspend any suspicions. It was fragrant and inviting, the way Japanese soups always smell with a faint and slightly ambiguous spice I could never place.

People jockeyed for the next position in line, holding up their money which was grabbed as quickly as soup was ladled out.

“Here it is, Tobias-san. Super Udon.”

“Super Udon?”

“It’s the best noodle stand in the Kansai region of Japan. Wait here. I’ll bring you some.”

Michiko returned a moment later with a small tray and three steaming bowls of noodles heaped with chopped vegetables and oblong slabs of a malleable substance that looked like tofu. She sat down on a low edged planter with the three bowls out for us. I took the closest bowl and inhaled the wonderful aroma of buckwheat and barley mixed with chopped onions and that unfamiliar spice.

“This isn’t like ramen I’ve had before.”

“This is kitsune udon, a buckwheat noodle topped with a sweetened deep fried tofu called aburaage.”

“Kitsune udon? Why is everything I come across related to foxes?”

“It’s only called that because legends say the kitsune like it. It happens to be a personal favorite of Chikako and me. Go on, try it. At least have a bite!”

I glanced at her dubiously. I was starting to get the hang of chopsticks as I gathered a small bunch of noodles, taking a bit of the aburaage with it. I brought it up and slurped the whole portion in my mouth. I didn’t normally like tofu, but this wasn’t half-bad, almost sweet in taste. I looked over at some girls nearby who were giggling with one another as they watched.

Is this really so funny to them?

“Well, Tobias-san?” Michiko asked.

“It’s delicious!” I took a larger mouthful. “Who knew something named after a fox would taste so good?”

Her eyes sparkled with a coy amusement. We were very close now.

Close enough to kiss.

I quickly put that thought right out of my mind and finished the ramen.

Michiko glanced down at her watch. “Your train should be here soon, Tobias-san.”

“Thank you, Michiko.”

“It was my pleasure, Tobias-san. See you tomorrow.”

I smiled, feeling myself flush. “Yes, tomorrow.”
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I must have looked strange sitting alone on the train, staring off into space, but I didn’t care. I felt on top of the world. I could only hope that little gesture meant something more from Michiko although that might be asking too much.

I arrived at a very empty station. A couple of floating fireflies and large speckled moths danced through the air toward the siren call of the lights above. I watched them but my thoughts drifted back to Michiko.

Maybe next time she will actually kiss me!

Not likely.

The way home wasn’t easy going. Kyoto is a maze of parked cars and narrow alleyways dimly lit by blue golden lamps. I became aware of every sound and its potential to bring the unexpected.

Above me, the electric lines buzzed amid the forest of poles that lined even the quaintest of Kyoto’s old fashioned neighborhoods. The noise of a scattered tin can sent me glancing behind. I turned, half expecting a fox, but it was only a cat blinking back with eyes glowing in the dark.

Get a grip, Tobias. You’re imagining things.

Even after everything I’d experienced, I still had my doubts. Everyone seemed to think the spirits were real, and I certainly felt the need for a guardian now as I wandered in the dark. Every turn looked the same as the last one, and I started to feel very alone.

I stopped.

Where am I?

All the signs were in kanji and a quick flip through my translation book proved useless. I looked back behind me. Dark and empty streets fanned out in all directions.

Oh, perfect. I’m lost.

Sitting down on a curb, I put my head in my palms.

Well, what do I do now?

I stared up at the sky. There were only a few stars visible through the glow of the city. A gentle rustle of wind stirred a few pieces of paper at my feet, swirling them away. I felt eyes on me and glanced up. The silhouette of a woman stood there in the street. She was framed by the incandescent glow of a lonely lamp.

“Hey!” I jumped to my feet. She tilted her head until I could see the outline of her features, a complexion of shadows against the light. She giggled and disappeared around the corner.

“Hey! Hey, wait!” I scrambled after her, figuring she probably hadn’t understood me. It was a short distance up a little hill before I saw her again waiting in the shadows beneath another streetlight.

“Thank you!” Swallowing hard, I managed to compose myself. “Please, I am lost. I just need …”

A twisted, grinning, demonic face revealed itself in the dim light. The skin was red as the blazes of hell. Long horns poked from a thickly pronounced brow, and she had huge elongated ears. A broad nose stretched above a leering mouth full of sharp yellow teeth. Her eyes were hollow pools of crimson surrounded by black sclera like stagnant water.

God almighty!

My stomach churned and the light above began to flicker. My breath came in short puffs of steam, and my blood ran cold as ice. I felt the demon’s foul breath as claws lifted me off the ground. I was weightless as a rag doll.

Its gnarled claw was pressed against my windpipe. My mouth flopped open like a gasping fish. A dark grin spread across the creature’s face as I began to choke. Oozing drool dripped from its black jaws.

Fear is a strange thing. I was looking through a window at something else—detached and unbelieving. I didn’t want to die, but I was helpless, unable to move or even to scream. There was no waking from this nightmare, no chat with Aoki to explain away my fears. This was real, fact not fiction.

My body was limp in the demon’s grasp as I was lifted into the air. My mind fought against this unwilled surrender, but the energy to fight back was hard to find.

No, please, Matsuri! Please, God, save me!

A tense whirr like the shrill of a hawk stung the air. The beast let out a howl. It clutched at its side with those mangy claws. I found myself falling onto the ground like a discarded toy. Looking back up at the creature, I could see the quivering shaft of an arrow sticking from her chest with blood seeping like black-green bile.

Matsuri!

She appeared from the shadows, her body that of a human again. Her eyes were wild, deep feral yellow, dark with anger behind the recesses of her mask. Twin tails swayed behind her back wreathed in blue fire. White fur bristled like the needles of a pine tree. Her steps were slow, deliberate and steady. Fingers clutched around a huge Japanese bow.

“Modoru, hannya!” She called out. “Kono toshi-nai de kangei sa rete imasen!”[29]

The monster grimaced and took a step forward. In an instant, the fox woman notched another arrow, taking careful aim.

“Watashi o tesuto shinaide kudasai. Shōnen kara nukedasu!”[30]

The demon howled, then turned and fled back into the shadows. Matsuri remained with bow and arrow ready. Her breathing slowed, then the string relaxed and the arrow came loose between her fingers. Finally, the bow came to rest at her side.

“Are you all right, Gaijin?”

I gazed up into her eyes. “Matsuri, you saved me!”

“I told you it’s my job to watch over you hapless mortals.” She whapped my head with the flat of her palm. “You should know better than to get close to someone alone at night! Didn’t that old man teach you anything?”

“I’m sorry.”

How did she know what Jomei was talking to me about? Is Matsuri spying on me?

She sighed. “Can you stand and walk?”

“I think so.” I felt a bit of strength returning, and with her help I got to my feet. I glanced the way the demon had gone.

“What was that thing?”

“That was a hannya, a female demon born from obsession and jealousy. She slipped through the city into my territory. You should be thankful I found you when I did. Hannya are very dangerous.”

“What was it going to do to me?”

“She was about to devour you, of course! She’s a demon born of female jealousy. She wanted to eat that which she desired most … a man.”

“Devour me?” The words came chill from my lips. “I thought she was just some girl …”

“It’s always some silly girl distracting you mortal men and getting you into trouble!”

“It’s not a girl!” I lied. Instantly her eyes narrowed, and I saw there was no fooling her. “All right, I was thinking about a girl! Is that a crime?”

Matsuri stood there silent as a statue. Then she whirled around in a huff, arms folded. “No, I suppose not.”

I blinked, staring at her when it suddenly dawned on me. “Wait, you care for me too, don’t you, Matsuri?”

She straightened up and laughed though it sounded a little forced. “Bah, you’re hardly my type, child of the West.”

“Sorry.” I felt my cheeks flush. “I just thought …”

“Who are you to think, mortal? Just consider it even between us for the care of my shrine.” She gestured up ahead. “The Yoshida house is up that way.”

“You’re letting me go alone?”

“She won’t bother you again, not tonight at least.”

Matsuri’s tail swept between the two of us like a wall. I reached out to touch her, but she turned sharply with a deep growl. “Don’t tempt my generosity.”

She fell to all fours, shifting into her fox shape. Then she disappeared into the shadows. I saw her gleaming eyes watching me before they too vanished.

“I’m sorry, Matsuri.”
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By the time I reached the Yoshida household, the whole ordeal felt like a lingering nightmare that I desperately wanted to forget. I was glad enough to walk inside the house to the warmth of Aoki’s cooking.

“Tobi, that you?” I heard the familiar voice from a seat by the TV. John was sitting there on the couch. He looked up at me with a grin that quickly vanished. “Wow, you look like hell, man.”

“I just had a bad encounter with an overturned garbage can. I’m okay though,” I lied.

“You sure? You look like you got mugged or something.”

“Yes, yes, I’m fine. Where are Jomei and Aoki?”

“Oh, they went upstairs a short while ago. There’s chicken left over in the fridge.”

“Thanks, but I just ate some noodles with Michiko.”

A sly grin touched his features. “Oh, that’s it then.”

“What’s it?”

“That’s why you were out so late.” He got up from his chair crossing the room to clap my shoulder. “You sly dog. You were on a date!”

I felt my cheeks burn. “Hey! It’s not like that at all. We had noodles and then I headed home. I was lost along the way and had a heck of a time finding my way back.”

“Whoa. Calm down, man. I’m just joking with you, sheesh. You act like you saw a ghost or something.”

You don’t know the half of it.

I eased myself into an empty chair. “How was your meeting?”

“Well, I can ask for a transfer, but it is their choice on where they send me. I could end up in Tokyo or Osaka again.” He gestured out the window. “You and Michiko should go to the big cities together sometime. You two seem to get along quite well.”

“Yeah, she took me to the neatest little noodle joint. We sat and talked, enjoying the evening and the food.” I felt the burn of my cheeks deepen.

He grinned. “Well, thatta boy! I knew it was bound to happen sooner or later.”

“I should go take a shower and throw my clothes in the wash. I’m a mess.”

“See you in the morning, Tobi.”

The warm water felt good, but I kept replaying the events of the night in my mind.

Could I have done anything differently? No. That demon could have easily followed me even if I’d run.

I stopped, realizing that I was thinking as if this was something I understood, like demons attacked me every day.

Maybe I need to keep that white statue nearby.

I entered my room and switched on the light. I found it, but the newer black statue was not where I last remembered it. I searched through my pockets but found no trace. I felt my stomach drop.

I hope I left it at work.

I tossed around in bed for about two hours, shifting back and forth, pounding my pillow, trying to find a more comfortable position. I couldn’t get the whole situation out of my mind.

I could’ve been killed.

Just the thought of that was enough of a horror—the notion of being all alone in the cold, dark ground forever. I’d worried about death before, but never like this, never been this close to it myself.

Maybe I should go home. Go back to Mom and Dad. Get away from all this. But can I get away from something like that … that demon?

My parents would like to have me back, but Mom could never know. She’d think I was crazy. Heck, I thought I was crazy. But then another thought came to mind.

What about Michiko?

I’d lose her, John, Aoki and Jomei. I’d lose the kids, I’d lose Japan … forever, and I would lose Matsuri.

I found myself wishing for another chance to see and learn about her. How often was it that someone like me, a “gaijin” from Matsuri’s own description, got a chance to meet a living myth? It was like going into a cave and finding a dragon sitting there. It just didn’t happen.

Tap-tap-Tap.

The sudden sound brought me out of my thoughts. I looked around. No sign of anything, and the sound had ceased the moment I moved. Frowning, I lay down and closed my eyes again.

Tap-tap-tap.

I jumped out of bed wide awake. The sound was coming from outside on the balcony. I edged my way to the desk where my remaining white statue stood.

Jomei said there’s a charm inside to protect me from harm. I may as well put it to good use.

I had no idea if the white fox could really protect me, but I didn’t want to take a chance. I peeked outside.

Nothing.

I was just about to close the blinds when the same tapping came again. This time it was right at my feet. I looked down and almost jumped back. A strange creature sat there on its haunches looking up at me with dark, inquisitive eyes. It looked like a raccoon crossed with a badger, broad face centered on a darkened mask around the eyes.

A furry body with a round belly gave him a comical appearance. His fluffy, ringed tail lay on the concrete of the balcony. Small paws tapped again as he peered up at me from behind the glass door with those same sad eyes.

“What in the blazes are you?”

“Sanji,” he said, staring at me as if the word should explain everything.

“Sanji?”

He nodded, pointing to himself. He then reached for a small leather pouch that lay on the floor. Tiny fingers grasped inside and brought out a familiar black object.

“My missing statue!” I peered at the weird little creature.

“All right, Sanji. How do I know this isn’t a trick?”

It’s a strange thing to see an animal shrug. It then pointed toward the white statue in my hand and then itself.

“Matsuri sent you?” He nodded, holding out the black statue once again. I slid the door open a crack. “Well, hand it over.”

He shook his head and brought out what looked like a small porcelain jug from his bag. He lifted the object and shook it upside down with the cork hanging from the end. “Sake,” he said in a mixture of growling and Japanese.

Sake?

The thing wanted liquor? Sighing, I took the little porcelain jug. “Fine, I’ll be right back, but you’d better be here.” “I didn’t exactly know my way around Aoki’s kitchen, and I felt like a thief as I quietly tried to open each cupboard.

Finally, I opened up the fridge and found one of the bottles I’d brought as a housewarming gift sitting on the shelf. The image of the little raccoon-thing stared back at me from the label with paws wrapped around a rather large barrel of sake.

Suddenly, I remembered what John had told me about the tanuki, the raccoon dogs of Japan and their love of all things inebriating.

Sanji is a tanuki!

Then the reality of what was happening hit me.

I’m getting sake for a tanuki that’s brought me a statue from a kitsune. This is going to be a long, strange night isn’t it?

I poured the clear liquid into the porcelain jug and hurried upstairs. Sanji was waiting for me.

I extended the bottle. “Fair trade. You give me the statue, and I give you the bottle.”

Sanji nodded, and I took the little wooden object as he took the bottle from me, seeming quite pleased about the trade. Nodding, the tanuki uncorked the sake and took a whiff. His head rolled around lightly from the scent of it before sitting and taking a long swig.

“Well, thank you, I suppose.”

Sanji shrugged, his face looking a little swollen after that first chug. He rose rather ungracefully onto his hind feet, slung the bottle and bag over one shoulder and jumped up on the balustrade. He stood there a moment watching me with those swollen but inquisitive eyes.

“Not much for words, are you? Well, tell Matsuri thanks. I guess I’m in her debt again.”

The tanuki paused, nodding in quiet contemplation. I closed the window and watched as he sprang into the air and disappeared into the gloom. Turning, I went and lay back down in bed. Now I’d seen three spirits: kitsune, demon and tanuki.

This wasn’t in the job description.

Suddenly, my journey to Japan had become a veritable circus of strange creatures. Tomorrow I’d see Michiko again, and maybe I’d tell her about everything that had happened.

Then again, maybe not.
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Morning brought with it a relative stiffness. I felt like I’d slept on the hardened earth. Getting up wasn’t pleasant, but I managed to make it to the bathroom and have a nice soak in the tub. I felt a little better after it, though, and a quick look at my calendar made me feel better still.

It’s Friday!

Outside, I could see the soft, warm colors of blossoms that had crept across the trees in the front yard and spread beyond through the hills to the distant city. Sporadic bits of color broke away from the brown haze and grey buildings in the distance.

It seemed strange to have such a mesh of nature and civilization so close together. The great sprawling city with hundreds of thousands of people was only a few miles away from where I stood nestled against hills of lush green and relative tranquility.

After breakfast, it was up and off to work, the usual train, the usual morning travelers all crammed together.

Day’s end came quickly enough, and I was left to stare at the pile of papers ready to be graded. I managed to finish half the stack before I felt like my brain was starting to melt.

I needed a change of pace after all that had happened in my short time in Japan. I owed it to myself to jot down my bizarre experiences, so I found paper and just started to write. My concentration was interrupted when I heard a soft knock on my door. Looking up, I saw Michiko standing there watching me.

“Still here, Tobias-san?”

“Oh, yes. I was just taking a break from grading.”

“Ah, I see.” She approached the desk and glanced down at my little scribbled notes. “What are you working on there?”

I quickly spread my hand across the top of the paper. “It’s just some personal thoughts.”

“You are a writer?”

“Oh, no, I sometimes write things down, but I don’t really consider myself a writer.”

“May I see?”

“Sure, I guess.” I quickly shuffled through my notes. I didn’t want her to see what I’d written about her. Not yet. I was still too shy to admit my feelings so openly.

She took my first few “chapters” and sat down. Michiko read some of it, glancing up at me before letting the journal rest in her lap.

“This is very good, Tobias-san.”

I felt my cheeks burn. “Well, thank you.”

“You have quite the imagination! You describe this encounter with the fox very vividly. It feels so real, almost like a spiritual meeting.”

I included that? I gulped. At least she thinks the fox is just something I made up! Michiko probably wouldn’t believe me even if I told her the truth.

“Well, I didn’t know about kitsune until later, but something in the fox’s eyes made me feel like I was being watched over.”

“Is that why you keep the white fox statue with you?”

I frowned, shaking my head. “No, but one can never be sure what dangers the day will bring. Actually, I made a partner for this one back at the house.”

“Oh? Do they have names? In Japan, a name is a powerful thing, a personal and family history. Without it, we lose who we are.”

Matsuri had said almost the exact same words.

Moving my fingers, I touched the edge of the statue. “I think I’m going to call the white one Matsuri.”

“A kitsune named Matsuri? Well, that’s an interesting name.” She smiled, and this time she didn’t hide it. “I was about to watch Chikako at soccer practice. Would you like to come?”

“Sure, why not?”

We went down to a soccer field very close to the school and sat with an excellent view. The kids were dressed in green and blue uniforms, and I saw Chikako zigzagging her way through some cones as other children tried to catch her.

“Wow, Chikako is really good, Michiko.”

“Thank you, Tobias-san.”

Come on, Tobias, you can say more than that!

I paused a minute weighing my next words carefully. “Michiko, I’ve wanted to thank you for a while now.”

“Oh? For what, Tobias-san?”

“For putting up with me, you know, helping me understand more about Japan. You’ve become my gateway to this world. I don’t know what I’d do without your help because I wouldn’t begin to understand the Japanese soul.”

“The Japanese culture is very complex, Tobias-san. Perhaps someday you will share your insights about our culture with others. I think that even as a Japanese woman, I do not see all that lies around me.”

We parted company after that, and I bid goodbye to Michiko and Chikako. When I paused at Mr. Maeda’s door, on the way out, he was busy at work as always, cast in the cool rippling glow of the fish tank behind him. “Good night, Maeda-san.”

He paused, blinking up at me. “Good night, Tobias-san. Take care. It feels like rain is coming.”

I glanced out the window. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky.

Mr. Maeda sure has a strange barometer.

Later, standing at the bus station, I took a deep breath. The evening was filled with buzzing insects that zipped through the air. I patted my pockets to make sure the little guardian statue was secure.

The house was empty when I got home, but I could still smell the faint aroma of Aoki’s recent cooking. I found a little note sitting on top of the stove.
 

Tobi,
 Aoki and Jomei are going to visit relatives in Tokyo, and I have another meeting with Toshi Sato regarding my transfer. Aoki said to enjoy the food she left for you in the fridge. Try to stay out of trouble.
 —John

 

I didn’t recognize the meal that Aoki had fixed for me, but it wasn’t half-bad after I heated it up. I hadn’t exactly planned to spend time alone, but such was life.

Once I was settled in my room, I opened the sliding door and went out onto the balcony to get some air. The breeze felt good despite the slight chill. I gazed out over the distant lights and sounds of the city of Kyoto.

Resting against the banister, I sighed. Despite so many days surrounded by so many other people, I felt very alone.

“Why so sullen tonight, Gaijin?” A familiar female voice startled me, coming from above.

Matsuri reclined there on the gutter like a contented cat in the sun, her legs outstretched and head resting against a slender arm. The stark white features of her mask were quite a contrast against the red of her kimono, that sly painted smirk seeming all the more bemused.

“Matsuri! I thought you said …”

“You shouldn’t always believe what a kitsune says, my dear Gaijin. Besides, my tanuki friend told me about a certain debt still owed.”

She hopped down on the balcony, long sleeves draping on either side of me. “You’re going out with me tonight!”

Going out with her? Is she serious? I hesitated. I could go back inside and pretend like nothing happened.

I glanced down at her offered hand then toward the distant lights of Kyoto, a panorama of stars against the dark behind her.

No, if I’d had that sort of attitude I would have stayed back home.

She knelt down, staring at me with those blazing golden eyes. “I don’t have all night, Gaijin. Are you coming or not?”

Well, you only live once.

I reached out and felt the warmth of her hand. With effortless ease, she lifted me up onto the railing. All of a sudden, I was standing at her side. The long drop into the street loomed before us, and I felt my heart leap into my throat. A chill, like icy fingers, trickled down my back. “No, no way!”

She looked at me, a slight laugh escaping from behind the mask. “Just relax, take a deep breath, and hold onto me.” Before I could protest, I felt her shift forward toward the seemingly endless expanse of city and sky.

“Wait, no!” Too late. We fell with the grace of a sack of cement, sending the two of us down, down with the inevitable pull of gravity.

I’m going to die!

Matsuri seemed oddly complacent.

“Matsuri!”

She didn’t reply. Her feet outstretched toward the earth as if it were a pool of water. I closed my eyes bracing for the inevitable. It never came. There was the sensation like bouncing off a trampoline. I felt the rush of air, an upward thrust and opened my eyes.

I’m alive?

I felt the prickling tingle of adrenaline across my flesh. We were sailing through the air, coming to land with a clattering racket on the black tile roof of another house.

I hope we didn’t wake up someone.

Matsuri laughed. “You don’t think I would just jump off a roof if I thought I would hurt myself do you? Gods! I’d have thought someone was murdering you with all that yelling!”

“You could have at least warned me!”

A slender finger reached forward to poke my nose. “And ruin the fun? Come now. You really are too easy to tease.”

“Well, your life isn’t the one on the line here! I break very easily!”

“Would you stop squirming? I won’t break you,” she grunted, her two tails flailing on either side of me.

“I’m not exactly fond of heights. What are we doing anyway? I’m not a kitsune, you know. I can’t hop from roof to roof like you can.”

“You worry too much, Gaijin.”

“I thought you were supposed to protect me, not throw me into danger!”

“Have I ever harmed you? Do you think I would?”

“Well, no …”

“Then you have nothing to fear or complain about!” She hoisted me up once again, and we sailed into the air.

We moved quickly, Matsuri’s padded feet pattering along those black tile roofs. The blazing lights of downtown Kyoto grew closer with every breath in my lungs. Houses gave way to tall buildings, businesses and great stores.

Kyoto Station loomed large in the night not a hundred yards away. Then we came to rest on a single point of light, Kyoto Tower. The tower was like a great needle situated in the heart of Kyoto.

Matsuri and I settled upon the very top of this tallest structure in the city. There was nothing beneath but the red and white of the top of the tower, and it was a long drop even to the round observation lounge with its 360-degree view of the surrounding city.

I gazed out over the seemingly endless lights with flashing billboards and buzzing frenetic activity below. It had taken us but a few minutes to travel a distance that had been far longer on my first trip through the city. The view was fantastic. It was like our local county fair with me riding high above on an enormous Ferris wheel with the flashing colors and streaming people far below.

What a sight!

I thought back to my parents.

Mom would have a heart attack if she saw me up here and commandeer the Air Force to shoot down poor Matsuri.

“Do you protect all of this, Matsuri?”

“Of course not!” She knocked me lightly on the head. “Kitsune are nature spirits, silly boy. We don’t enjoy big cities. There are a few of us who divide the protection of this city, and I happen to guard your neighborhood.”

“Why did you bring me up here then?”

Her golden eyes gleamed behind the darkness of her mask. “My reasons are my own to know. I suppose I am as curious about you as you are about me, Gaijin. It’s not often a kitsune shows herself to a mortal these days, especially to an outsider. Most times we tend to shy away whenever some human comes tromping by like a big oaf.”

“I guess I hadn’t thought that there might be more of you. Will I ever meet them?”

She looked at me as if I’d said the funniest thing on Earth. “You really are a curious creature. I’ve never known a human who wanted to spend extended time with one kitsune let alone many. There’s a great deal about us I don’t think you would ever understand.”

“As you said, I’m a curious person.”

My mother would say that I am nuts to be talking to a kitsune.

I decided to change the subject. “I wonder where Michiko is. She certainly would love this view, so would Chikako.”

“Ah, yes! Your girlfriend,” she chuckled bemusedly. “I saw you make eyes. You should come right out with it and tell her, you know.”

I felt my cheeks burn. “How can I possibly do that? Michiko is one of a kind. I mean I don’t think she feels entirely the same way. Wait! You could tell me, couldn’t you? You must know how to handle such things.”

Matsuri gave my nose another sharp prod with her finger. “No! No cheating! You have to take care of your little affair on your own, Gaijin.”

“Can’t you help me just a little bit? Give me some advice? I mean, you’re a girl. You know how they think.”

She laughed then, really laughed. It took a moment for her to compose herself. “Oh, you are a funny one, Gaijin. Still, maybe I will see what I can do.” Matsuri extended her arm allowing the long billows of her red sleeve to caress the air like the tail of some great comet.

“Come! I’ve had enough of sitting around like a statue, and we’ve more to see yet this night.”
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I took her hand as she padded to the edge. “Where are we going now?”

“You’ll see.” The reply was nearly lost amid the rush of wind as she leaped out into the starry sky. It was like a dream being suspended in the air, leaping from roof to roof and all the while watching people below as they rushed about their daily lives oblivious to our presence.

We descended right into the middle of them. “Matsuri, the people!” Too late! In an instant, we were in the middle of a mass of Japanese, like a great torrent of water beneath the flashing billboards and lights of buildings that now loomed over us.

I heard nothing but the sound of feet on pavement. People passed us by without so much as a glance. It was as if we didn’t exist.

What’s going on?

I reached out my hand to touch a passerby but drew back immediately as my fingers passed right through him.

“Matsuri?”

“They see what I want them to see, my dear Gaijin. You don’t think I would just waltz into the middle of a crowd of people, and let them see me, do you?”

“So we are invisible?”

“You could say that. From their point of view, we simply are not here. Humans sometimes choose not to notice the living spirits around them even here in Japan. It is so much easier to go along with the day to day, humdrum of mortal life. Not that they forget us. There are some here who are keen to the sense of a benign spirit.”

Suddenly, a transformation began. People became more luminescent like beacons of light moving and shuffling amid that shifting sea. I felt like a stone caught in the tide of it. Then I noticed something else.

Amid the rush, a few were dressed in common clothes but wearing garish and magnificent masks. Some masks were great, fearsome replicas of ogre, owl and other animals, and yet others were solemn, sad, longingly haunting. Still yet many more were strange, bizarre monsters I couldn’t recognize.

A couple of the masks had the face of tanuki, staring with that sad, somewhat dumb expression that spoke of a longing for liquor. Others were even stranger entities, no more than great swaths of robe billowing like a storm front.

“What are all these things, Matsuri?”

“These are other spirits. I’ve shielded us from their sight as well so they are unaware of our presence.” She gestured to one side where a bright red image caught me by surprise. Great teeth gnashed and bug eyes pointed in opposite directions from each other. A large nose with a gold ring released jets of sweet smelling steam.

“All are yokai, ghosts, spirits, and kami living among mortals who are unaware of their proximity.”

“All of these?” I felt surprised to say the least.

There are so many.

“It is better for us to remain unseen to do our work. Can you imagine what would happen if everyone saw the world as you now see it?”

I know my mom would panic, that’s for sure. Heck, if I tried to tell her about this, she’d probably jump out of a plane to rescue me.

I frowned. “I don’t see any other kitsune.”

“We foxes avoid busy streets. Being wild by nature, most don’t like cities. That’s not to say that there isn’t at least one of my kin watching us now.” She paused tilting her head away from me. “Isn’t that right, little one?”

Little one?

I followed her gaze. A pair of golden luminescent eyes peered out from the shadows beneath a gutter above. They were softer, rounder eyes than Matsuri’s, a child’s eyes.

A very young girl crept from the shadows clinging upside down from the metal drainpipe. She was dressed in a pink kimono and like Matsuri her face was concealed by a fox mask, only with pink accents instead of blue like the elder kitsune’s.

She tilted her head, staring accusingly down at the other kitsune. Her single fox tail bristled behind her as two distinctly red fox ears perked on her head. “Anata wa, ane watashi o mita ka?”[31]

Matsuri folded her arms, chuckling to herself. “Yes, I saw you. You’re not that well practiced in hiding as I am in seeking, little one. You’ll get your eyes plucked by a tengu’s talons for spying one of these days, you know.”

“Karera wa shimasen!”[32] The girl huffed. She let go of the pipe, flipping through the air and landing on her nimble paw feet. She stood mimicking Matsuri by folding her arms and lifted the edge of her mask just enough for me to see her tongue stick out. “Mā, sukunakutomo watashi wa, mojiretsu no omocha no yō ni mawari no gaijin ga tsunagaranai.”[33]

“Ah such a playful little one. Do not mind her.” Matsuri ruffled the cub’s inky black hair.

The girl swatted her sister’s hands away, ears flattening against her scalp. “Sore o teishi shi, sā!”[34]

“Sate, buji Aya-chan!”[35] the elder chuckled. “Ah, where are my manners? Tobias, this is my little sister. You may call her Aya-Chan.”

“A pleasure, little one,” I stammered. There was an unusual aura about her, a bright almost electric energy.

“Aya-chan is a fox child. She is still inexperienced in changing forms,” Matsuri explained, indicating the girl’s ears and feet.

“Kare wa tashika ni mawari ni watashitachi to shinkeishitsu ni natte iru.”[36] The little fox giggled, tilting her head from one side to the other like an inquisitive dog.

“What did she say?” I wished Michiko was there to translate.

“Nothing of consequence. You will have to excuse her. She is still not used to speaking English.”

“Am so!” The little one quipped. “I can speak …” She stopped mid-sentence and the fur upon her tiny tail bristled out like an angry cat’s. I saw her little fox ears flick toward some unheard sound.

“Anata wa sono shimai o kanjiru nodesu ka?”[37]

“Yes, I sense it too.” Matsuri held out her palm, quieting the child. Her gaze turned toward where the younger kitsune pointed. “Sore wa, futatabi chīsana ichi onidesu.”[38]

She turned toward me. “Something important has come up, Gaijin, something of grave consequence. Aya-chan, take the Gaijin up into the forest. I will come and get you when I have dealt with this other matter.”

“Kono yō ni, Gaijin!”[39] The younger creature nodded, padding over to tug my sleeve.

I looked down at her offered hand, and Matsuri rested her own on my arm. “Go with her, Gaijin. I must attend to another matter.” Then she turned and disappeared into the crowd like a puff of smoke.

I smiled nervously at my shorter companion, closing her paw around my larger hand. “Lead on.” We ducked back into the dark alleyway, Aya-Chan padding almost silently on her soot black paws and me trying to keep up. I felt like Alice led by the white rabbit, uncertain about what lay ahead. We weaved in and out of buildings and streets that grew smaller and smaller. We passed through a torii arch and like magic, downtown was gone.

The asphalt beneath my feet became rough earth, and tall bamboo replaced man-made structures. I’d no idea what had happened or where we were going, but we followed a gentle slope into the hills. Aya-chan finally let go of my hand, and I paused turning around. Kyoto twinkled far in the distance behind me.

“Where am I?”

I was standing on an old, unused pathway that wove up into the hills. There were no buildings and no people. It was just the two of us, a splash of red fur and pale human skin against the sea of green bamboo and trees. They rose up around me in great thick shoots as big as my arm, towering over us.

“In hills, West Kyoto,” the little girl replied.

Wait, how’d I get out here? I turned to ask her for an answer, but she’d plopped down on the dusty earth now, legs pressed lightly against her chest. I was struck suddenly by the stillness around us.

“It’s so quiet.” My ears were used to the bustle of the city. I now strained to listen through the soft cacophony of the fronds shifting back and forth in the slightest stirring of wind, creaking like an old mattress.

“Is good place,” the girl replied, patting the earth. “You sit.”

I sighed, sitting down. “Well, I’m glad we weren’t roof hopping because, with all due respect, I don’t think I can lift you and jump as far as your sister did with me.”

“You funny, Gaijin,” she giggled, resting her chin against her knees. Those golden eyes twinkled up at me from the darkness of her mask.

I had to remind myself that this wasn’t just a little girl. This was a kitsune. Youth didn’t mean ignorance. Still, she seemed as childlike as my own students.

She sat with her tail curled and twisting lightly against the earth, ears flicked from side to side. After a little longer, however, those golden eyes began to dim and her head drooped forward.

“Tired, little one?”

Her head came up abruptly, and she shook it. “No.”

I frowned, “I would think it’s far past your bed time.”

“Gaijin no tell bed time,” she huffed. “Sore wa, imōto ga watashi ni katatta toki ni wa jūbun waruidesu.”[40] Irritation dripped in the last few words.

We waited in silence, sitting there staring at one another. After a few minutes, my ears began to pick out a distinctive sound, a slow drip-plunk, like single drops of water falling down into a puddle. Then I became aware of another sound, a steady thump-thump, thump-thump, loud like a hurried heartbeat.

There was a flash of golden coat as a buck leaped across the clearing, pronged antlers wide and tall. He swerved, mouth frothing against frightened breaths, skidding against the earth and darted away from us veering down into a narrow gully.

Suddenly, I heard a dull compacted and resonating thud. The sound of hoofs abruptly stopped, followed by a short scuffling. Then silence.

I turned to my small companion. “Aya-chan?” Her tail was erect, fur stiff. Her eyes searched the dark, her form rigid as a statue. She grabbed at my sleeve, pulling me down to the ground with such sudden strength that I had barely time to react. “What, what is it, little one?”

She put a finger up against those pink painted plaster lips, silencing me and pointed down into the shadows of the ravine. The buck lay there on its side with legs stretched out at grotesque angles. The flesh of its belly was coated in blood. Its eyes were dark with the mists of death.

Beside it sat the figure of a woman with long raven hair flowing down her back like a river of molten ink. I felt my heart skip a beat as I recognized the broad demonic face and leering jaws coated crimson, brackish stains covering her kimono.

That same demon!

Aya-chan grabbed my arm, tugging me back. “Is hannya! Bad, very bad Gaijin! We go, go away from this place!”

“I think you’re right, little one!”

The cursed thing couldn’t be more than twenty yards from where I crouched, and I had no desire for a reunion. I slowly rose, carefully silent, then something caught my eye. A strange light weaved through tall strands of bamboo like a ghostly blue candle. The demon stirred, shifting to all fours like an animal, and let out a low growl.

A moment later that growl became a howl of pain. Through the gloom, I could see the quivering arrow shaft sticking out of the demon’s right shoulder. The creature twisted around lunging at the light with long, wicked claws.

In an instant, the glow flicked out reappearing just behind the demon, then again to one side and the other. Each time the fiend attacked, another arrow lodged into her flesh.

One, two, three, four, five arrows pierced its shoulders, back and chest. But they seemed to have little effect! The thing was still coming. Now the ghostly blue flame came to touch the earth and took shape.

Matsuri!

Her eyes were cold and keen like yellow fires behind the gold iris of her mask. Her right hand reached up to grasp an arrow from a quiver slung over her shoulder. She brought it taut against the yew bow in her other hand.

“Watashi wa ni-kai mae ni, korera no chiikide wanai fuhō shin’nyū ni anata o keikoku shita, oni.” Her voice was sharp and cool as ice. “Anata ga yama ni modotte shukuhaku shite iru hitsuyō ga arimasu.”[41]

Now it was the demon’s turn, a voice dark and thick as if coated in grimy liquid. “Norowa reta kitsune! Kore wa watashi no tabemonodesu!”[42]

The form shifted, growing ever larger. She hurled herself upon Matsuri, landing with a thud that shook the earth. The shape of the fox slipped from beneath the monster and scampered off to one side, paws outstretched, ready to run.

A dark, choking growl followed the fleeing fox. “Anata ga futatabi watashi o oiharau koto wa arimasen! Konkai wa, anata wa shinu!”[43]

Whatever the creature said set Matsuri off. She dug in her heels, lunging forward and lashing at its chest. The demon staggered back, howling in pain, clutching her chest with one huge claw. Dark eyes filled with flaming hate.

Matsuri landed nimbly on her paws a few yards away. She was panting, her fur a mess of blood and grime, legs shaking as if she were ready to collapse. I didn’t think she had much fight left in her. She looked worn out, and I knew the demon recognized her condition.

With a shriek, the demon pounced on her, grabbing the exhausted kitsune. Matsuri squirmed, strained, and then stopped. The beast let out a triumphant roar, shaking the very foundation of the forest, and held aloft her prize. Matsuri lay unmoving, her head like a lick of white against the black of demon flesh.

“Watashi wa, ijinowarui kitsune anata o motte iru!”[44] The demon squeezed her fingers together sending a cry of agony from Matsuri’s jaws.

I spun around to Aya-chan, “She’s going to be killed!” The child stood frozen in place. I grabbed her shoulders shaking her small form. “You have to do something!”

“I can’t!” Both hands clasped tightly around her mouth as a dark shadow fell upon us. A huge, demonic face grinned down with slobbering jaws.

“Oh, little man flesh and a fox cub for dessert! You’ll have plenty of company in my belly tonight!” Thick fingers grabbed me.

I tried to move to escape, but she squeezed and I felt my body constrict. The demon had both of us. I stared helplessly as Matsuri lay there in the other hand, eyes closed. Her short rasping breaths scared me.

We’re both going to die …

Then I saw Aya-chan standing alone like a tiny speck of light in the demon’s shadow, small fingers clutched tight against her sides.

“Run!” My words came out in a short whisper instantly silenced as the claws tightened.

Aya-chan yelled, “Sorera o tebanasu!”[45] Her voice wavered, body shaking like a tiny sapling against the wind.

“Ā, nani osoroshī chīsai koto”[46] The beast laughed a terrible booming sound. “Anata wa watashi o uchinomesu tsumoridesu ka?”[47]

In an instant Aya-chan came alive. Pink fire blazed around her body and her tail as she launched herself at the creature. She grabbed a sharp bit of bamboo and jabbed it straight down into one of the monster’s eyes.

With both hands occupied, the beast had no way to defend herself. She let out a terrible cry, and I found myself dropped like a sack of potatoes. I hit the ground hard and felt a snap in my leg as shooting pain surged up my body.

Ignoring the throbbing in my leg, I saw Matsuri lying unconscious just a few yards away. Aya-chan wasn’t much better off. She had been grabbed up like a hapless cat and dangled above those leering jaws. Then I saw Matsuri’s bow on the ground near me. An arrow was still notched to the string.

Gritting my teeth, I somehow managed to grab the bow and get to my feet. The slightest weight sent rippling pain up my body, but I bore it as I steadied the bow in my grasp. I felt my head spin.

So tired. No! Ignore that! Come on Tobi!

I don’t profess to be an expert marksman. I’d failed at getting the archery merit badge in Boy Scouts. However, something instinctual woke up inside me at that moment. I drew the string, said a quiet prayer, and leveled the weapon on the creature’s chest. Then I released the arrow.

The trajectory flew straight as a hawk and found its mark, lodging barb, shaft and quiver through her black heart. There was a low gurgling roar as eyes widened in sudden realization and fear. Her fingers loosened and Aya-chan struggled free, looking for a place to hide.

The beast leveled her remaining hateful eye on me. As I watched, the fire within it began to dim then winked out like a snuffed candle. The demon’s body toppled forward and dissolved into a dark ash that singed the ground. She was no more.

I did it!

Elation was instantly replaced by the unbelievable pain in my right leg. My fingers felt bone against the skin. All strength left me, and the bow slipped from my fingers clattering to the ground. I fell to the ground and blacked out.
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“Tobias-san?” A deep-throated male voice called through the fractured haze of my consciousness. My head pounded and my body felt sore and stiff. I felt a wet towel over my eyes.

“Where am I?” I tried to rise but was restrained by a heavy, gnarled hand.

“Anata wa anzendesuga, idō shinaide kudasai,”[48] the same voice croaked.

I felt something sharp against my skin, and my pulse began to rise. A softer hand took my own. “It is all right, Gaijin. You are safe. Just do not move too much. You were hurt pretty badly.”

“Matsuri?”

“Yes, I am here, Gaijin.” She removed the wet compress from my eyes. I must have lost my glasses when I fell because everything was a blur, but I could just make out her golden eyes. They seemed softer than they’d ever been. She spoke again, her tone admonishing. “Foolish boy, who were you to try to take on a demon?”

I managed a sheepish smile, squinting to try to see her better. “Well, it seemed like a good idea at the time. Where is Aya-chan? She didn’t get hurt, did she?”

“Watashi wa koko yo!”[49] Aya-chan’s young voice piped up from my left. I heard a sound from another, darker figure opposite Matsuri as he cleared his throat. This was the one who was prodding me with some sharp implement.

“You know, as much as I enjoy being poked with sharp objects, it would be great if I knew what was going on. I can’t see a darn thing.”

“Here, perhaps these will help.” She slid my glasses over my nose, and suddenly the blurry surroundings came into focus. “Aya-chan found them.”

“Thanks.” I blinked as my vision slowly cleared.

I was in a small room with tatami mat floors and a high beamed, wooden framed ceiling. Thin tendrils of steam escaped from a small iron kettle over a fire in a pit at the center of the room.

I was laid out on a wooden platform, a splint on my right leg. Straps held me in place. Matsuri quickly loosened them.

“You were in great pain and moving in fits when I brought you here. We had to make sure you wouldn’t hurt yourself further.”

I noticed a strange little man kneeling with his back to me. His skin was deep moss green and hung from a slight but sturdy body. As he moved, powerful, lean muscles danced across the flesh like green spider’s silk.

He wore a tattered orange robe that fell down over his big webbed feet and hands. The bare flesh of his belly was pale green and smooth like the bottom of a turtle’s shell. His face was vaguely reptilian with thick, wrinkled skin like folded phyllo dough, stretched along his beak-like snout.

Wispy strands of mud brown hair fell like tangled reeds from a strange, bowl-shaped impression in the top of his head giving the crown of his skull the look of the top of a coconut cup.

He spoke, and I could sense a warning in his tone. “Fuan’na koi, Matsuri-chan no yōna kare ga mitsumemasu.”[50]

Matsuri moved between him and me. “Kare wo yurushi te. Kare wa gaijin no shōnen da.”[51] She slid back around coming close to my side and whispered in my ear. “My friend asks you not stare, Tobias. You would do well to be polite. It is not wise to anger a kappa, especially one who is responsible for your well-being at the moment.”

“Sorry.” I quickly averted my eyes. “He’s a good guy, right?”

“Hai. Haro is a kappa, a water sprite and old family friend. His ancestors mastered bone setting when humans were still just a wink in the eyes of the world. He’s set a few of my own broken bones over the years.”

“What’s wrong with his head?”

“Nothing. That’s just the way his people are.”

He knelt by my side as his sunken black eyes searched over me. “Korera no hone wa chiyu shite mo yoi jikan ga hitsuyō ni narimasu.”[52] He leaned forward pressing long boney fingers very gently against my leg. “Kireinamizu de sono shōnen wa dokodesu ka?”[53]

No sooner was the question asked than there was a scuffling from outside. A door slid open in the side of one of the paper covered walls to reveal the figure of a boy in an old blue robe.

At first, I thought he was human, but as he crouched there, I quickly realized that he had the talons of a bird where his feet should be. His face was hidden behind a mask made to look like a sparrow.

“Suzume-kun!” Haro turned to him gesturing with his long fingers. “Ah, soko ni wa arimasu! Sono shinsen’na mizu de kotchi isoide. Watashitachi wa oku no koto ni torikunde imasu.”[54]

“Hai, Tobias-Sensei!” The “boy” replied, hauling a bucket of water half as big as he. He carried it across the room and set it down beside his master without spilling a drop.

Haro nodded approvingly. “Anata wa kodomo no, yoku yatta. Ima suwatte iruto shinchō ni mitekudasai!”[55]

The younger creature obeyed without question. He sat cross-legged just beside his elder, dark eyes bright with curiosity beneath his mask.

“What are they saying?” I looked up to Matsuri for an explanation.

She slid closer, easing an extra pillow back behind my head. “It’s all right, Tobias-san. Suzume-kun is Haro’s apprentice. He’s here to help.” I sighed and laid back. What else could I do but resign myself to the care of these strange creatures.

Haro wasted no time, reaching behind him to take a clean linen cloth from a box by the fireplace. He then poured steaming water from the kettle onto the cloth.

As I watched, he placed his fingers over the bowl and added a pinch of cold water from the bucket. That steely, unblinking reptilian gaze settled on my leg as he fixed his fingers not a few inches from the bone.

“Kore wa, shōnen o kizutsukeru tame ni okotte iru,” he croaked.

“He says it is going to hurt.” Matsuri lay a sprig of bamboo in my palm. “Bite down on this when the pain starts.”

As the moist cloth settled onto the broken portion of my leg, a sharp pain seared through my nerves. It felt as if hot coals settled onto the exposed skin and burrowed down into my bones. I immediately sat up, my leg jerked in reflex, but the kappa held me firm with surprising strength.

I clamped down on the bamboo sprig. The burning lasted a very long time before it dulled once again. As I watched, Haro’s stern visage softened, and he began to chant very quietly.

The warmth in my leg expanded as pain disappeared and muscles relaxed. There was a very odd tingling that replaced it. A moment later he withdrew the cloth and opened his eyes.

As feeling returned to my leg, I found that the pain was completely gone. In fact, it felt like I’d never broken the bone at all! Haro eased back and gestured me to rise. “Up.”

Up? He can’t be serious.

Again he gestured, his dark eyes squinting with irritation. Matsuri knelt down, offering me her arm for balance. “Come on, Gaijin.”

I gingerly put weight onto my leg and felt the strength of my own muscles supporting me. The pain was gone. Only an odd bruise indicated where my broken bone had been.

There was still a slight twinge when I tried to put more weight down. My mind whirled.

I truly am in an entirely different universe. It wouldn’t be a good idea to tell Mom how my broken leg got fixed.

I found Aya-chan standing on her tiptoes there beside me. “Gaijin-san! Watashi wa anata no subete no yoi kanjite iru negatte imasu!”[56]

I patted her head. “Good to see you too, little one.”

“Sore wa Gaijin-san ga kega watashi no seidesu.”[57]

Matsuri knelt at the girl’s side. “She blames herself for your injury.”

“No, little one,” I patted her head. “Without you, we might very well be dead.”

Matsuri nodded. “He is right, Aya-chan.”

Aya-chan didn’t seem too sure of it herself. I glanced at her sister. “Is my bone completely healed?”

“No. Healing will still take some time. You will need support on this side for a while. Don’t get any fancy ideas.”

“Don’t break that leg again anytime soon,” Haro snorted.

I turned back around hardly believing my ears. “You actually understand me?”

“Don’t act so surprised, Gaijin.” Matsuri chuckled. “Let’s get some fresh air. It will do you well after being in this stuffy little house.”

I leaned in closer to her as she helped me along. “So, what is the story with these two?”

She sighed. “You really are impossible sometimes, but I suppose I do need to explain. Haro is a very wise and capable doctor and Suzume a worthy assistant. Tengu are a warrior class of yokai who live in the high mountains. They’re great practitioners of the martial arts and have taught many legendary mortal warriors.

Suzume comes from a particular group blessed with the features of birds, but he’s very different from most tengu. He wanted to learn medicine not martial arts.” She slid the door wide, and we stepped out. Night had passed into mid-morning, and the air was cool and moist.

My feet touched soft, moss-covered earth. Bamboo surrounded me on all sides rising amid huge boulders. Not far away stood a tall, lonely torii gate against the backdrop of softer green.

I glanced back. Haro and his apprentice had come out into the open. I bowed as deeply as my balance allowed. “Thank you both.”

Matsuri touched the kappa’s shoulder. “Watashi wa kasu koto o nozomanai ga, watashi wa Gaijin kikoku shinagara, anata wa watashi no imōto o miru koto ga dekiru?”[58]

Haro nodded, and the two children scampered off into the woods with a flurry of laughter amid scattered leaves.

“Watashi wa anata no shakkin, Haro-san ni imasu,”[59] Matsuri said.

Haro waved it off, “Sore o kangaeru nani mo, Matsuri-chan.”[60]

She took me by the arm. “Can you walk well enough with my help?”

I tested the ground with my leg again as I leaned against her. “Yes, I think so.” I bowed once more to the stern kappa.

“Thank you. I am in your debt.”

Haro bowed back. “Demon threaten many yokai. You kill. We safe.”

Matsuri took me gently by the arm as we moved toward the lonely gate. She reached into a sleeve and withdrew a strange object. Looking at it, I recognized the shape as that of one of the keys held in the mouths of the kitsune statues back at Fushimi.

She extended the key in her hand, and I watched spellbound as a haunting image began to appear in the hollow opening of the gate. I could see a pathway and the movement of pink and white cherry blossoms amid thinner strands of bamboo.

Matsuri chuckled. “You didn’t think these torii were just colorful decorations, did you? They sometimes act as a pathway for spirits from gate to gate and shrine to shrine.”

“We just go through?”

“Yes. Just hang on tight.”

I wasn’t sure what to expect, but as she stepped through, there was an odd tingling that surged right through me as if all my limbs had become limp and relaxed. A moment later it passed, and the pathway closed behind us with a whisper of wind.

I found myself surrounded by the familiar walls of Aoki’s little kitchen. Matsuri gently let go of my arm and sat with her legs dangling from the counter. “Welcome home, Gaijin.”

“Home …” The term never felt so welcome to my lips. After all my misadventures, I was safely back.

“We’ve come full circle.” Her voice was very quiet. “You have passed through the light and shadow of our realm, Tobias.”

I glanced up at her noting the use of my name. “Matsuri, what happened? I thought you said I would be safe with Aya-chan.”

She sighed, shoulders slumped. “It wasn’t my wish to put you in any danger. I was too overconfident in my abilities to protect you both. I am sorry.”

“No need to apologize, Matsuri.”

She laid a hand gently on my shoulder. “Aya and I owe you a debt of gratitude for what you did. Rest well, Tobias Blackwood, and know that spirits in all Japan will know what you did tonight.” Then with a flourish of her tails, she was suddenly gone, the front door left wide open in her wake.

•  •  •
 

Jomei was none too pleased to find me lying down on the couch with a bum leg, but Aoki was flush with concern. While she fussed over me, Jomei took charge of the situation. “Don’t baby him, woman. He should know better than to go climbing about in the dark.” He got on one knee and inspected my leg. “We’ll get it x-rayed and see.”

We made our way down the front steps and into the street with Aoki behind me sputtering like an overfilled kettle. I couldn’t help but think that it would be impossible to try to explain this incident to my own parents.

Maybe I stay with the “I fell down” story.

All four of us drove to the hospital, and I was wheeled inside to get an x-ray. I had a bad sprain from what the doctor saw, but nothing more which was remarkable in itself. Before long, I was sitting with a brace on my leg in a tiny closet of a room feeling all the more foolish.

“Don’t worry about it, Tobi.” John offered me a stick of gum. “You’ve still got one good leg. Should be another bright, sunshiny day soon enough.”
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Monday morning was cool with a light mist. Looking up from the relative cover of the bus stop in front of Maeda School, I watched as it began to pour sheets of rain.

Looks like Maeda was right about the rain, but how did he guess that?

I grimaced over at John from my awkward stance atop my new crutches. “A beautiful, sunshiny day, huh?”

He grinned and shrugged.

“Tobias-Sensei!” I saw Chikako appear from around a corner, jumping into a puddle that gathered in a shallow portion of the stone sidewalk. Trickles of water ran down her raincoat and onto pink galoshes. Michiko was not far behind her, dressed to the nines in sky blue coat, umbrella and galoshes.

Chikako skidded to a halt right in front of me, and her eyes went wide, a small hand coming straight up to point at my leg. “Tobias-Sensei wa matsubadzue o motte imasu!”[61]

Oh, here we go.

“Chikako, it is not polite to point.”

“Sorry, Tobias-Sensei.”

“It’s all right, Chikako-chan. I just have a sprain, nothing serious. It sounds like you’ve been practicing your English though! Good job!” I was hoping to change the subject, and it worked as the little girl puffed out her chest proudly.

“Hai, Michiko-san has been helping me.”

I laughed. “Well, let’s hope things go as swimmingly this week, John.”

An awkward pause hung over the air as I said it. Michiko glanced over at John worriedly. “You haven’t told him, John-san?”

“I haven’t had the heart.” John slowly turned toward me, his hands clasped lightly in front of him. “I’m going to be transferred to Osaka, Tobi. I got the call the other day. I’ve organized a little party tonight at the Peach Blossom Bar. You remember that place, don’t you, Tobi?”

“Yeah, I do. I went there with Mr. Maeda and Michiko my first night here and drank too much sake. But do you have to leave so soon, John?” The simple fact was not a surprise. John had mentioned the possibility before, but hearing it so suddenly was like a slap in the face.

“I have to jump on it or lose the chance. I’ll be moving out of the Yoshida’s tomorrow. I asked Aoki and Jomei not to say anything given what had happened to you. I didn’t want it to be a burden.”

“It’s not,” I mumbled. I felt crestfallen.

After all this craziness that I have been going through, John has been my one lifeline to something normal.

John started up the walk to the school. “You and Michiko are invited, of course.”

I watched him go with a sort of strange detachment. I’d barely gotten to know him, and he was the closest thing I’d ever had to a brother.

Michiko took me by the hand. “Let’s get up to the school and dry you out, Tobias-san!” I was surprised at how the rain was not the least bit worrisome for her as it was for me.

I glanced into those gorgeous black eyes. “I don’t think that matters anymore, Michiko.” My mood matched my damp clothing.

She shook her head and offered her umbrella. “We will walk together.”

Leave it to Michiko to plan ahead.

We began the slow walk up the stairs. I glanced at the clouds allowing my dire mood to seep out like so much venom through my lips. “It would rain today of all days.”

Michiko stopped staring at me from her half of the umbrella. “Don’t you dare lose your heart to such dark thoughts, Tobias-san! It does not befit you to think, let alone say such things!” She turned sharply and closed her umbrella, sending a shower of rain cascading down over us both.

“Hey! What gives?”

Michiko said nothing at first spreading out her arms to greet the rain. She leaned back and closed her eyes allowing the rain drops to flow down her face and through raven black hair.

“Rain is a blessing, Tobias-san. It means spring is here. With the first rain, the trees will all open up, and the blossoms will unfold like a sea of color. Even the hard concrete will reflect the vibrant hue of nature’s gift. Just you wait and see.”
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I’d no sooner entered the classroom when I found myself accosted by a group of boys and girls with magic markers uncapped and ready to illustrate my leg brace. I struggled to stay upright on my meager pair of hospital crutches. My leg was grabbed in all directions and little squiggling squeaks followed the trace of scrawled design.

“Well, you certainly know how to excite the children, Tobias-san,” Michiko said after shooing the kids out and closing the door.

I sighed easing into my chair and rested my crutches against the board. My formerly pristine leg wrappings were now ablaze with Crayola colors, shapes of little cartoon animals and kanji. “What does this all say anyway?”

“Most of it wishes you good health. A few of them are little jokes but nothing malicious. They were certainly creative with their drawings: frogs, cats, dogs, even a fox and dragon. You’ve quite the zoo on your leg.”

“Maybe I’ll hide it under my desk.”

The bell rang as kids tromped right back in and sat at their respective desks. As the day wore on, I did my best not to betray my emotions in front of the children, but it was hard to teach and not feel conflicted. At lunch the rain pattered against the classroom windows drumming like a thousand tiny fingers tap-dancing on the glass.

Between that and the quiet resonating repetition of the children’s voices as they ate in their little group opposite my desk, I began to wonder what the future held for me here. Would I be like John, whisked away to parts unknown? I was already thousands of miles from my family; yet, I’d begun to find close relationships with those around me.

I’d traveled five thousand miles from home to Kyoto, Japan. I’d fought demons and jumped with kitsune in the nighttime sky. I’d seen the city from above and below and the forests all around. The deeper mysteries and unknown places still eluded me. My only constants were the Yoshidas, John, Michiko and work.

So much of my life had changed in just this short time. I was slowly discovering a uniquely different Japan than I’d ever imagined in all my studies. For all my practical knowledge, this tiny slice of Japan was so vast as to be an untracked ocean. It was only for the efforts of those I had come to call family and friends that I was not lost.

In Aoki and Jomei, I had a family ever watchful and sometimes worried, and in Michiko a friend or perhaps something more. I was both the teacher of my class and her student as well. Even my kitsune friends in their mysterious and somewhat mischievous ways were a doorway into a world that I certainly didn’t know existed before. It was a place where human imagination might rarely dare to tread, but the thought that I could find it beyond the nearest torii gate thrilled and frightened me at the same time.

“What are you looking at, Tobias-san?” Michiko’s voice suddenly drew me back from my wandering mind.

“Oh, just watching the rain.”

My mood improved after that, and it seemed hardly any time before the last bell. I was left alone in the classroom with nothing but my thoughts and a small stack of papers to grade. I was about finished when John knocked on my door. “May I come in?”

“Sure.”

He glanced down at my little pile. “You nearly finished with the work?”

“Almost,” I paused a moment. “I’m sorry that you are leaving, John. You’re the closest friend I’ve had in a long time, and now I’m losing you.”

“Hey, don’t think of it like that,” he scowled. “You can bet I’ll stop by from time to time to check up on you. At least now you’ll have Aoki’s cooking all to yourself.”

“Who will run interference for me when I screw up here? I am still the newbie at this school. What if I need something and don’t understand.”

“You don’t need me for that, Tobi. You have one hell of a heart and you have Michiko. Besides, something tells me you’ll need her more than you would me in the coming months. You’ll have plenty of time to get sick of me when they shove me on stage to sing tonight.”

“Oh, don’t remind me.” I lay my head in my hands.

I saw Michiko framed in the doorway. She was dressed in a beautiful, long-sleeved kimono of cherry blossoms that fell down to just above her ankles.

John gawked a moment, but that same grin returned soon enough. “Hey, you look beautiful, Michiko-san.”

“Thank you, John-san. It took great effort to put on, believe me.” She blushed through the light makeup. “Tobias-san, are you all right?”

I stared, my hands flat on the table, awestruck at how beautiful she looked. “S-sorry. You just look stunning. I didn’t realize tonight was a fancy affair.”

“I don’t need much of an excuse to wear these things. It is so rare that I get to. Besides, John’s promotion is reason enough. Now, we shouldn’t keep everyone waiting.”

“Yes, of course.” I reached for my crutches and rose carefully to my feet. I felt frumpy standing next to her dressed in my work clothes.

Outside, the rain had stopped, but the dark clouds lingered threatening more. We arrived at the subway station just in time for me to hobble onto the train and cram inside. It was still unpleasant, especially with crutches, but I felt more at ease with Michiko there watching me. The doors closed in front of us, and the train pulled away.

After a moment, there was nothing to see but our reflection in the glass against the drab darkness of the subway tunnel and the occasional flash of a light beyond. We got off the train, and Michiko and John helped me over to one side of the platform allowing everyone to pass before we moved outside.

There were a lot of people walking along the sidewalk or jetting here and there on bikes and scooters, not to mention the cars weaving their way through the street.

“I didn’t think it would be this busy.”

“A lot of people go to the bars to unwind before they go home, Tobi.” I could just barely see the distant lights of the temple gate as we walked past. “Some people avoid the temple at night. They are superstitious about foxes causing mischief. Most are probably afraid of tripping and falling though. It isn’t very well lit up there in the dark,” John pointed out.

Michiko laughed. “Don’t worry, John-san. We have Tobias-san to protect us if the kitsune get restless.”

“Oh, yes, I am sure I could do a lot of damage with my crutches of doom.” I glanced up at the mountain. Was Matsuri up there watching and laughing at me? “Come on, you two! I’m cold.”

“You should have brought a jacket then, Tobi.”

“Don’t mother-hen me, John.”

“Oh, that’s enough. Honestly, you two quarrel like two old men.”

The two of us looked at each other for a moment, and then burst out laughing. “Don’t worry, Michiko. We know it’s in good fun.”

“Yeah, this is the last time John gets to badger me.”

Michiko laughed. “I guess that will be my job now hmm, Tobias-san?”

“Too right!” John agreed.

As we stood at the front door of the Peach Blossom, we saw that the inside of the bar was packed. People lined its length leaving us only a narrow pathway to the private room at the back.

“I hope we’re going to get those dumplings again.” My stomach warmed with the thought of the delicious morsels I’d eaten last time. “Hopefully, I won’t eat or drink as much as I did before.”

“You’ll do fine, Tobi.” John slid open the door to the private room. Colorful lights and decorations greeted me. There were at least thirty people sitting around the long communal table with food spread out in a fantastic buffet.

“Tobias-san!” I saw Toshi Sato waving from one side of the room. The SEL director was still wearing that same fine, pin-striped suit, his gray hair plastered back as best he could to cover his balding head. He came to meet us, shaking our hands warmly. “I’ve been hearing great things about all of you from Ryuto-san!”

“Well, I couldn’t do it without Michiko, Sato-san. She’s a lifesaver with the kids.”

“Ah! I am so glad it worked out, Tobias-san. Feel free to enjoy the food. The singing will begin shortly. I am hoping everyone will join in.”

John came to my side. “I’m going to help myself to some grub. You two want anything while you find us a seat?”

Michiko shrugged. “Any aburrage sushi or udon they have and some of the dumplings, John-san.”

“No sushi for me. As good as it looks, I don’t know what half of that stuff up there is.”

“You ain’t had sushi ‘til you’ve had it in Japan, my friend.”

“Just get me whatever is cooked.”

“Your loss, Tobi.”

“There’s an open space right near the stage, Tobias-san. Let’s get it!” I glanced over at the table Michiko pointed to. Sure enough, it was near the karaoke machine.

“Uhm, maybe we can get another spot in the back?”

“Oh, come now, Tobias-san. It’s the only one left!” She took me by the hand and led me to it.

“I’m not singing again. You can’t drag me up there.”

“You did fine last time!” She laughed. “At least you can watch and enjoy like everyone else.”

That is true.

I began to relax. Perhaps this wasn’t going to be so bad. Soon enough, John slid up to the table with two trays heaped with different foods.

He grinned down at us, his hair seeming a ruddy red-orange in the flaring lights. “I figured I’d just bring a bit of everything for all of us to share. It would do you good to try some of this stuff, Tobi. You’re all skin and bones, man.” He handed me a pair of chopsticks.

I took the chopsticks and broke them apart to rub any splinters off before deciding where I could possibly begin. For his part, John had a healthy appetite, helping himself to three quarters of what he’d brought for all three of us.

I didn’t mind so much since most of what he took was sushi or sashimi, raw things like octopus or rolls with a strange, goopy orange substance that Michiko told me was sea urchin. John also had plenty of eel and squid, not to mention two bowls of udon noodles and a plate of ten dumplings.

While John and Michiko strayed into exotic foodstuffs, I was content with a bowl of noodles and a little tray of my favorite curried dumplings.

I was in mid-bite when the lights dimmed, and Mr. Sato took the stage. He squinted against the glare of a spotlight, raising his hand slightly to get a better view of all of us as he took the microphone in his hand.

“Kite, mina o arigatō gozaimasu! Thank you all for coming. “Watashitachi wa watashitachi no meiyo no gesuto toko no yoru ofu o kaishi shimasu! We will start this evening off with our guests of honor!” He gestured to our table, and the light shone down on the three of us. “Come on up, you three!”

Instantly, I felt my appetite vanish. “Did you know about this, Michiko?”

“I told you that we might be encouraged to participate, Tobias-san. Not to worry, John-san will go first!”

“Who, me?” John nearly spat out a mouth full of food. “I’m just getting started on my dinner! Why don’t you go up first, Tobi?”

I folded my arms over my chest. After the last time on the karaoke stage, I wasn’t about to let him lampoon me into singing for people again. “Heck, no! You’re not putting me up there.”

“It will be fun, Tobias-san! Come on, I’ll join you!” Before I could even respond, she was on her feet. I hobbled my way onto the stage, the glare of the lights focused in on me like red-hot irons.

John gave me the thumbs up. Michiko took the microphone into her slender hands. “Tobias-san and I will be singing tonight’s first song!”

Already my gut was queasy with the mere thought of being the center of attention. My glasses began to fog up, and I frantically pointed to some blurred English. “There, we’ll just sing whatever that is!”

“Good choice!” The familiar music of the Village People and “YMCA” played from the stage speakers. Michiko giggled. “We need another two, otherwise it won’t work because Tobias-san can only be the “m” with his crutches! John-san, Maeda-san!”

The two men looked at one another. John shrugged, resigned and joined us. As cold mesh of the microphone was thrust into my face, I felt a moment’s hesitation, and then I began to sing. I followed her lead as our voices blended. Whenever the four letters were called out, we made the proper gestures, reducing the crowd to hysterics. Before long, the song was finished.

She bowed. I saw Michiko’s face bright red as mine felt. Our fingers clenched tightly together. As we let go, I saw Sato-san leaning over to say something to John. I offered him the microphone as we stepped off the stage.

“Before I start, I would like to thank everyone for coming especially my friends, Tobias Blackwood and Michiko Yamasaki. I think we can all agree that everyone’s going to plug their ears when they hear me start squealing.” There was a murmur of laughter. “I do want to say that it’s been an honor knowing all of you, and I will never forget our time together.”

As I sat there listening, I finally understood Michiko’s words. With the rain came new life and new opportunities. The rain of John’s departure meant my blossoming. The spring was just dawning on my horizon waiting to open up before me.

My ears stung long after John got off the stage. Hearing him belt out music in his accent was something akin to a poorly strung cello being played by a hungry grizzly bear. Still, it was all in good fun, and it made me feel all the better about my own singing.

As the evening began to wind down, people filtered out into the bar. The once lustrous table of food was down to a few scraps. The music had died down, and the three of us were still sitting at our table by the stage.

“Why are you looking so glum, Tobi?”

“Just hard to get a grip on the fact you won’t be around after tomorrow.”

“I know that’s hard, Tobi, but you’ll manage. After all you still have Michiko,” he said nudging me under the table.

She glanced around now, kimono sleeves draped lightly over her hands. It looked like she was searching for something. I noticed this and caught her arm. “You all right?”

“Yes, yes. I just …” She hesitated, and I sensed an urgency. “I should go. It is quite late.”

“Do you want us to see you home, Michiko?”

“That is very kind of you, Tobias-san but not necessary. Talk with John-san and enjoy yourself.” She paused halfway to the door to wave back at me. “See you tomorrow.” She disappeared.

I felt another elbow in my side. “She likes ya, Tobi.”

“I don’t know about that, John.” I carefully lifted a small shot of sake, my second of the evening. “What would she like about me? I’m just a clumsy oaf when it comes to just about everything over here.”

“Maybe, but perhaps that’s what she likes about ya.” He clapped his hand on my shoulder. “Let me give a little bit of advice because God knows I won’t be able to offer it very easily after tonight. Learn about her, Tobi. Get to know Michiko because she’s one in a million.”

“You’re probably right.”

He stood up. “Best get home; I have a lot of packing to do.”

“I’ll come with you. I don’t see a reason to stay.”

“All right, Tobi. That sounds good.”
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A light misting of rain greeted us as we left the bar and emerged into the city street. The street lamps cast a shimmering glow on buildings and cobbled streets, and the air smelled cool and clean with the distant scent of wet wood and stone.

Somewhere a cicada called, and a motorcycle revved as if in response before the sound disappeared back into the relatively quiet night. There were only a few cars about, passing us by along the narrow street as we approached the more gaudy and brightly lit areas in the shadow of the Fushimi Temple.

John paused. “You go on ahead, Tobi. I need a pack of gum. Won’t be long.”

I found a place where I could watch the street. It seemed so strange that such a pristine and holy place as the temple could be so close to a commercial space. I couldn’t help but glance up from the flickering light of the convenience store to the distant glow of the temple.

I noticed something sitting in the middle of the road. Glancing around, I saw no one and hobbled my way over toward it. It was a small onion-shaped ball. It looked like a stone I’d seen in the mouth of one of the fox statues.

A swirling, luminescent mist flickered within like a captured firefly. I poked at it with my crutches—nothing happened. I carefully leaned down, reaching out toward it. The light within expanded slowly outwards.

I quickly retracted my hand. The light died out.

What is this thing?

Carefully, I reached out once more. The ball remained still as I put it in my pants pocket.

A hand wrapped around my shoulder. “Whatcha find, Tobi?” I jumped straight up, and John immediately released me, moving back a space. “Take it easy! It’s just me, eh? Sheesh, you’re as pale as a ghost.”

“It must have been the sake. I just found a neat smooth stone I thought I’d keep.” I took it out of my pocket and showed him.

“Stone, huh?” He peered at it. “Looks like any old rock to me. Well, come on! We don’t want to miss our train.”

At the train station, there was no one else around, and the only sound was the constant hum of electricity. Huge moths the size of my thumb fluttered up toward the bulbs above us, beating their grey mottled wings in search of warmth.

Thankfully, it didn’t take long before we were back in the familiar surroundings of our neighborhood. We made our way up the hill toward the house. We stopped in the front yard gazing at the darkened windows. Only one light shone in the kitchen, but John held me back.

“Listen, Tobi, after tomorrow I might not see you for a long time. I wanted to tell you how fun it’s been and what a good friend you are. Here, take this.” He handed me a little card with a hastily written address. “This is how you can contact me. Send a postcard every once in a while. Let me know how you’re doing, all right?”

“I will, John.”

“If I don’t see you in the morning … it’s been a slice.”

After he went upstairs, I paused in the kitchen. The little Shinto shrine above the door seemed larger in the dim light cast from above the stove behind me. Reaching in my pocket, I found the strange stone and set it down upon the table. It looked almost like a jewel now, glowing softly.

What are you?

I took it back upstairs, sliding it into my nightstand drawer before slipping into bed. I lay awake only a short while gazing at the ceiling as I heard the patter of rain on the slated shingles above me. I felt my eyes grow weary, slowly closing against the hypnotic caress of the trickling water outside and drifted off to dreams.

I was sitting alone in my empty classroom. The normally glossy surfaces appeared washed out with fading colors. It was like standing in a still, moist watercolor where objects lacked line or definition and are only vague impressions of their true selves.

In fact, the only things that were defined were two objects on my desk. One was my white fox statue, the second the strange blue jewel. As I watched, both began to glow. The statue grew and shifted and changed until it was the size of a real fox. It now had five tails streaming behind it wreathed in purple fire.

The fox’s eyes settled on the jewel and then returned to me. A fierce determination, an accusation lingered there, and I realized that the fox, my charm, was waiting for something.

What is it? What are you trying to tell me?

She looked at the jewel, then at me again, and this time her teeth were bared. I felt a chill prickle down my neck, and then I realized that she wasn’t staring at me, she was staring at something behind me. I slowly turned my head.

I saw my shadow looming like an inky demon. Its long claw-like fingers reached around me stretching toward the jewel. Before I could react, the stone was swallowed by the inky darkness.

All that remained was the form of a fox, of Matsuri, lit only by a dim purple flame. She lay as if she was dead upon the ground, unmoving. Behind her sat the other fox which my statue had become. Her eyes lingered upon Matsuri, tears trickling down her fur. The purple light that illuminated us all came from her tails.

I crouched down beside them both, hand trembling as I reached out to touch her cold and lifeless body. She turned to ash, and all that was left was the blue jewel now dark and black.

The five-tailed fox stared down at the stone, then at me, and her paw rested upon my hand. She pressed her forehead to my own, golden eyes staring straight into my soul. Only then did I understand and nod.

I promise, I’ll return this, but to whom and where?

She didn’t answer, just lifted her paw and slunk back into the dark. The stone began to vibrate and ring in my hand. I stared at it perplexed as it continued, growing ever louder and closer.

In that instant, my dream gave way to the incessant ringing next to my ear. Fumbling around I found my alarm and read a blurry 2:04. The ringing persisted. My brain was slow in processing what the sound was, and then I realized it was my cell phone. I fumbled with it, not wishing to wake everyone.

“Hello?” My voice betrayed my irritation.

“Where have you been? I’ve been worried sick!”

Mom?

“It’s been over a week, Tobias Blackwood. You haven’t called. You haven’t emailed. I was just about ready to call the embassy or the company or school in order to find you.”

“Mom, it’s two in the morning. Can’t the guilt trip wait?”

There was a moment’s pause, and I could hear my dad say something in the background. “Really? He is?” She was talking to him and not to me. “So I woke him up?”

“Yes, Mom. It’s okay. I got the phone before you woke up everyone in Kyoto.”

“Well, do you want me to call back another time so you can get some sleep?”

I glanced over at the clock. I probably wasn’t about to get back to sleep so quickly anyway. “No, it’s okay. I’m sorry I didn’t call. I’ve just been so busy.”

“Oh, well, that’s good! How’s your friend doing? Are they treating you well there? Are you eating well?” More murmuring from Dad in the background, and she stopped.

“I’m eating fine, Mom. Mr. and Mrs. Yoshida are very kind and generous with me. As for John, he’s been reassigned. I only learned just today. So I guess I’ll be all on my own out here. It’s okay though. I have a wonderful translator named Michiko who is a wealth of information. I’d probably be lost without her.” I didn’t mention about my leg. Mom wouldn’t be happy about that.

“Oh? Tell me about this girl. I want to know everything!”

“She’s very kind and extremely smart. I think she lives ten minutes away in Fushimi Ward with her younger sister. Apparently, they have family elsewhere, but the parents are dead. She introduced me to a good noodle stand that’s fairly close to work. Other than that, I don’t know too much about her.”

“Do you like this girl?” I heard more mumbling from Dad I couldn’t make out.

“Yes, I really do. I think she likes me too. It’s just awkward for me to put into words my feelings for her. Maybe it’s the same for her toward me.”

I didn’t bring up the fact there was another female in my life, one with a bushy tail and potent magical powers.

That wouldn’t go over too well.

I heard Mom relay what I said to Dad and then there was a fumbling with the phone. “Tobi?” His voice was cautious in the receiver.

“Yes, Sir?”

“I was just telling your Mom that I think you should be candid with this girl. If you don’t feel comfortable with telling her, then I understand. Just don’t rush into things. All right?

“I know, Dad.”

“Good. Now I’m going to let you go so you can sleep. Call us to check in from now on, okay?”

“I will, Dad. Take care, and give my love to everyone. Bye.” I lay there a moment and thought about what he said, but my thoughts quickly turned back to the stone and my dream.

Now I know this stone has to do with the kitsune, but what about that fox? She seemed to be warning me, but why? Who was she?

I sighed and closed my eyes.

I can’t worry about that now. I’ll figure it out in the morning.

The next day dawned bright through the shades of my window. A warm scent of something wonderful wafted up into my room from downstairs. Getting out of bed, I stretched my arms and looked out the sliding door. The sky was blue and clear.

Being careful of my leg, I hopped outside, the coarse texture of the balcony still wet beneath my bare feet.

It must have rained more last night.

The distant hills radiated with electrifying pink and white blossoms. The air smelled of honeysuckle growing up the garden wall. Sparrows spun through the sky filling it with their lovely song.

Everything looked washed and clean against vibrant natural colors. I suddenly remembered Michiko’s words. “With the new rain grows new life.”

I wondered if the spirits had a part in this. I limped back into the hallway, but there was no sign of John. Peering inside his room, I found it empty. Downstairs Jomei and Aoki sat at the table.

“Good morning, Tobias-san!” Aoki greeted me cheerfully. Jomei didn’t look up from his paper, but he acknowledged me with a polite nod.

“Where’s John?”

“Oh, I am sorry, dear. He’s already gone. He left early this morning for Osaka with all his things. I hardly had time to fix him a proper breakfast.”

“Gone, already?” I felt a slight pang in my gut.

“I’m sorry you didn’t get to say goodbye, dear. Jomei and I are still here, and I’m cooking your favorite … bacon and eggs!”

My favorite?

I stared at the goopy mixture in the pan behind her and felt a cringe in my gut, but I managed to smile.

“Sure, that sounds good.” A somewhat convincing lie since I had no stomach for eggs that morning, but I wouldn’t disappoint Aoki. Besides, she made decent eggs.

I sat down at the table but felt something in my back pants pocket. Puzzled, I reached back and felt a smooth oblong surface, bringing it out where I could see it just under the table. It was the weird little jewel I’d picked up yesterday.

How did it end up in my pocket? I swore I’d put it in the drawer of my nightstand.

I brought it out and laid it on the tabletop. “Jomei-san, do you have any idea what this is? I found it in the street at Fushimi.”

He bent his paper halfway down. For a moment I saw a keen interest in the stone, then it was gone. “I can’t say I do.” He folded up his paper. “It’s a lovely stone, but I think you should take that back where you found it.”

I frowned, closing my fingers again. That’s what that fox said to do, so it must be important. I can’t just put it back on the street. What if it gets lost again?

Then I glanced up at the kitchen clock. “Crud, I don’t want to be late!” The “jewel” was forgotten as I began to shovel the eggs in my mouth.

Aoki put a hand on my shoulder, shaking her head. “You need to eat more slowly, Tobias-san! You’ll have stomach aches at that pace!”

“Sorry, Aoki-san.” I turned to her, offering the gem. “Would you keep this thing here? I don’t want to lose it.”

She stared at it intently, then after a moment she nodded and took it in her palm. “I’ll just put this away for now, dear.” She handed me my lunch.

I didn’t need any second reminder. I just barely caught the train to work. Michiko wasn’t where she usually waited at the station entrance when I arrived in Yamashina. Instead, I found Chikako standing there in her place, her little yellow hat perched on her head for traveling to school.

“Ohayōgozaimasu, Tobias-Sensei!”[62] She giggled padding up to me. “Good morning, Tobias-Sensei.”

“Ah, hello Chikako-chan. Been practicing your English, I see.” I got out my little pocket translator. “Michiko-san wa dokodesu ka?”[63] I hoped I said it right.

“Sick,” she replied, mimicking my tone in English. She shifted her arms in a very bright pink blazer. “She say wait for you.”

I fumbled through a few more pages, stumbling over my words. “Sore wa — wa shinko-kudesu ka?”[64]

She shook her head no and pouted with her lower lip. “She very sorry.”

This could not be the best start to my day. Not only was I without my translator, I’d lost John as an advisor. I patted the child on the shoulder. “Well, I guess you’re my responsibility today. Come on. We don’t want to be late.”

We reached school a little later than normal making our way up the steps to the muffled sounds of a band playing somewhere inside. I peered down the hall. A group of children were gathered in an open classroom, their arms clasped around various tubas, trumpets and other wind instruments. The result was a jumbled caterwaul.

Thank God I never explored a life of teaching music.

Chikako clasped her hands as tightly as she could over her ears. “They sound pretty bad, huh, Chikako-chan?” I laughed. “Well, practice makes perfect, I suppose.”

The classroom was a sanctuary from most of the noise, but the band’s music echoed even in those upper hallways, and I had to keep the door closed. I immediately put Chikako to work with a coloring book while I finished preparing.

I watched her sitting there humming to herself as she kicked her feet in the open air beneath the seat. Every now and then, she’d carefully choose a different crayon, inspecting the colors as if she were picking a flavor of ice cream.

When the bell rang, she dutifully went to her seat while the other children filed inside followed by a gaunt young Japanese man with blonde tinted hair who introduced himself as my substitute translator.

He couldn’t have been any older than I was, and from the moment he took his place at the head of the classroom, I could sense that he was none too pleased to be in a secondary position.

He was a nice enough fellow but would continually pause, going over my words as if I had said all the wrong things. When the children asked a question, he would pause between words as if calculating each one. It was very different from Michiko’s nearly instantaneous and flawless syntax.

I’m crippled in more ways than one now. First my leg, now this.

At lunch, I was left to eat alone with Chikako. I reached into my bag feeling for my apple and instead felt a round foreign object. Sure enough, the onion-shaped stone was in my lunch bag. The ball warmed in my grasp, and I watched awestruck as the same soft, blue aura that I’d seen the previous evening crept along the smooth surface.

How did this end up here?

I felt prying eyes upon me. Chikako was standing there peering over the surface of my desk at the jewel. “What you have, Tobias-Sensei?”

I quickly shoved the ball into my pocket. “Nothing, Chikako. Go ahead and eat.”

“I want see, please?”

“All right,” I sighed. What can it hurt? Reaching back into my jacket, my fingers felt around the smooth surface of the oversized pearl and brought it out in my open palm. “See, it’s just a little stone I found.”

A strange expression crossed her face. Her eyes widened. “Hoshi-no-tama!”

“What?”

“Hoshi-no-tama,” she repeated. “Hoshi-no-tama!” She hopped up and down pointing at the gem.

Hoshi-no-tama?

I flipped through my translation book, but could find no entry. “I don’t understand, Chikako-chan.”

Turning on her heel, she hurried over to her desk and brought out a small comic book. She flipped through the colorful pages then pointed her finger.

A fox sat upon a landscape of green and blue. At its feet sat a small, round stone very much like my own.

“Hoshi-no-tama,” she said. “Fox Jewel, Tobias-Sensei! Is powerful magic!”

Fox Jewel!

I felt like an idiot. I’d seen foxes with stones at Fushimi, and the fox in my dream was another sign.

This jewel must belong to Matsuri.

The stone was obviously magical, and if it belonged to my kitsune friend, could be very powerful. But how could I possibly find her to give the thing back? Up until now, Matsuri was the one finding me. The solution came quickly.

I have to go to Fushimi, but I can’t let on that this is a real fox jewel.

I stared at Chikako. She still looked very concerned. “Tobias-Sensei shouldn’t keep fox jewel. Always cause mischief.”

“You have a very vivid imagination, little one,” I said, smiling down at Chikako. I felt bad for patronizing her, but I didn’t want to let on about what I knew.

She stared up at me with a bewildered expression. “Eh?”

“Do you like magic tricks, Chikako?” She nodded at me. “Do you want see one?”

“Hai?” She looked confused like she didn’t know where I was going with this.

I smiled and closed my fingers around the gem, waving my free hand over and using sleight of hand to slip it down into my other hand. I opened up an empty palm. “See? Poof, gone!”

“Hei! Sore wa doko ni itta?”[65] She gawked at me, mouth wide open. “Where it go?”

I chuckled and opened up my other hand. “In my other hand, see?”

It took her a minute to grasp what I’d just done. She stared at me warily but gave me a slight smile. “Tobias-Sensei good magician but should be careful with magic.”

I nodded, “I shall be. Don’t worry. I intend to return it where it belongs.”

That pleased her enough and she settled back down. The day went on, and when the bell finally rang, I noticed Chikako was still there collecting her things. “Do you need help home, Chikako-chan?”

She smiled up at me. “Īe, anata wa, Tobias-Sensei arigatō!”[66] She shook her head. “I OK.”

“All right. You have a good night, little one.”

“Sayōnara, Tobias-Sensei!”[67]

I sat back down to the usual routine of grading papers, but I couldn’t focus. My mind kept wandering to Chikako out there by herself.

What if something happens to her? I can’t just let her go home alone!

I grabbed my crutches.

I have to go after her!

It wasn’t easy, but I caught up with her on the train just managing to squeeze myself inside as we took off. She was too busy listening to music to notice me when I tried to get her attention, perfectly happy to mouth the words to whatever song was playing. I sighed and stood, waiting as I jostled back and forth within the cramped space.

When we arrived at Fushimi, she got off ahead and made an immediate beeline up the hill to the temple along a main thoroughfare I hadn’t taken before. Right outside was a bronze fox, frozen in full leap, a golden grain within its mouth. Balanced on its tail was a jewel just like the one I had.

So I was right. But where’s Chikako?

I’d almost lost her in the crowd, and I struggled to pursue her using the pink she wore to track her through the crowd. She stopped and removed her ear-buds before cleansing herself at the spring and entered through the structure.

I was about to follow when a large cluster of tourists emerged from the gate and blocked my passage. I tried to push my way through, but somewhere in between I suddenly lost sight of the little girl. Panicking, I shoved through into the courtyard and stopped dead still. Chikako was gone!
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OK, no need to panic right away. It’s not like Chikako is easy to lose with that bright pink blazer she wore today.

Maybe she slipped away somewhere close by. But there were so many places to hide here.

I hobbled through the gate on my crutches and emerged into a large courtyard. The whole complex stretched ahead of me. I had no idea what lay beyond this courtyard. Michiko had said there were miles of trails, and if Chikako went up one of those she’d be gone.

I have to find her or find someone to help me.

Everything was in Japanese kanji, and my portable translator would take too long to decipher each phrase. What was worse, I had no idea what to ask or even where to begin.

Wait a minute! I’m at the Fushimi Shrine. There should be good kitsune here, but how do I contact one?

My knowledge of Shinto shrines was limited, but if memory served, there would be a prayer area with bells. After a little searching, I found a building where long cords of rope connected to acorn shaped bells. As I watched, people approached and tossed a few coins into the donation box before summoning the god with the bell and clapping twice.

When it was my turn, I stepped up to one of the ropes and gazed a moment into the cool dark inside of the shrine. Reaching into my pocket, I felt for the jewel. Glancing on either side of me, I saw people standing with eyes closed, hands clasped in front of them in silent prayer. Trying to be as inconspicuous as I could, I lobbed it forward.

There was a moment’s pause as the thing hung in the air, the light catching and reflecting on the round surface. Then it clunked heavily into the bin, echoing against the timber roof. A few people glared at me. I gritted my teeth, eyes moving from side to side, quickly grasped the rope bell and pulled lightly. The bells clanged, and I clapped twice then bowed my head in prayer.

Please, let this jewel be returned to Matsuri, and please help me find Chikako and see her home safely.

I opened my eyes and looked down into the tray. The ball was still there, and I felt my gut drop.

Did I make a mistake?

I couldn’t exactly retrieve it. That would be very disrespectful—like making change out of the collection box at church.

So much for that.

I turned and almost immediately stumbled against a smaller form kneeling on the ground.

“Oh, sorry,” I glanced down. It was Chikako bent over to tie her sneakers!

She peered up at me, her hands sweeping back the orange and white sash that now draped on the ground behind her. “Tobias-Sensei?”

“Hai, Chikako-chan. I wanted to make sure you got home safely. I was worried about you.” I cast a quick glance at the offering box. The gem was gone.

Thank you, Matsuri! I hope I did the right thing.

“You not have to do that, Tobias-Sensei.”

“That’s my job, Chikako-chan. I’d like to see you safely home and say hello to Michiko-san if I may?”

She thought about it a moment. “Hai!” She hopped up onto her toes. “I show you the way.”

“All right, but easy does it. I’m still a little slow on these crutches.”

We made our way down from the temple and followed a street along the side of the mountain almost parallel to the shrine. The dwellings here were older, clustered together as in all the other neighborhoods.

The houses broke away amid retaining walls and narrow alleys that gave the area a gentler look—different from in town. Flowering trees and bushes leant sparks of color to old, cracked walls and wooden gates strung with ivy.

The street ended, and the stone turned to a softer dirt road. Smaller houses gave way to larger ones surrounded by thick groves of bamboo as tall as a two story building in some places. A very old torii gate stood at one end, its weathered surface stripped of any paint leaving it austerely gray.

Chikako pointed up a set of stone stairs. “Home there, Tobias-Sensei.”

The stone steps were slippery with the wet remnant of rain. I took my time as we made our way up the hillside.

We emerged into a small clearing with a cleanly swept path lined with stone lanterns on either side. Their rough-hewn surfaces mottled with moss and lichen. Dew-speckled spider webs fluttered in the breeze between them.

Beyond all this stood a simple two story wooden house with a steeply pitched roof that sloped down over worn cedar plank walls. White curtains fluttered from wide opened windows framed by dark red shutters.

Poppies, geraniums, iris and roses bloomed in the large garden with buds as big as my fist. There were vegetables too: squash, lettuce, turnips and some more foreign looking items like dasho and ginger.

At the far side on a hill grew a huge cedar. The canopy was easily as big as the house itself, a mass of deep green that shaded everything around it. A thick length of straw rope straddled the girth of the tree with paper talismans hanging from it.

“You live here, Chikako-chan?”

“Hai, where else?” She came to halt at the garden gate. “You wait here, Tobias-Sensei!”

Alone once more, I wandered toward the fragrant cedar. It must have been a good thirty feet tall with low hanging branches perfect for climbing. A small shrine sat at its base with a freshly lit brazier letting off a small haze of jasmine scented smoke.

Incredible. This must be a sacred tree!

I reached out to touch it, feeling the texture of the bark beneath my fingers.

What a place! I’d live here if I could.

A voice suddenly came from behind. “Tobias-san?”

I turned and saw Michiko standing there smiling at me. She looked a bit worse for wear in a shabby plaid kimono and her feet planted firmly into old green Wellingtons. Her hair was disheveled, her eyes red and she had dark circles under them like she hadn’t slept. She was still beautiful even then.

“Good to see you, Michiko.”

She sniffed. “Please excuse me. I didn’t know you were coming over. Thank you for bringing Chikako-chan home.”

“Oh, it was my pleasure. I hope you don’t mind me stopping by.”

“No, not at all. I see you like our cedar tree, Tobias-san.”

“Yes, it’s beautiful.”

“My ancestors planted this tree many decades ago. I used to love climbing up in the lower branches when I was a little girl. Chikako still does, but I suppose I’m too big to join her.” She smiled, running her fingers along the thick surface of the tree. “I hope work today was not too hard.”

“It wasn’t too bad. I don’t know what I would do without you, Michiko. I’ve come to rely on you as a friend as much as a translator.”

That’s not what I want to say! Come on, Tobias! I summoned my courage.

“I missed you.”

Now it was her turn to blush. “Thank you, Tobias-san.” She ducked behind the trunk hiding from view. “I had better go back inside and rest. Do you want help back down to the street?”

“I’ll be fine.” I glanced back around. “I hope I can come up and visit for a longer period some day when you’re feeling better, that is. Will you be back tomorrow?”

“Hai, I am already feeling better.”

“Good, because if you’re not, I’ll come get you. I really need your help!”

“I somehow doubt that, Tobias-san. Well, good night.” She turned and went back into the house.

Aoki was preparing supper when I got home. “Ah, Tobias-san! You are home earlier than I expected. Jomei is out tonight meeting with some friends so we will be eating alone.”

“This looks delicious, Aoki-san.”

“Hai. Come and sit, Tobias-san. Tell me about your day while you eat.”

I tucked into the food, slurping the noodles as per custom. This was a sign of respect, quite the opposite of what we in the West think of proper manners. The noodles were very good, thick and chewy, and the beef broth had big chunks of meat and some sort of radish that warmed my insides. Still, I couldn’t help but worry about Matsuri.

“Aoki, according to the legends how does one know if a kitsune likes him?”

“Kitsune live in a world we can’t always understand, Tobias-san. All we can do is honor those foxes who do good deeds. We trust that they appreciate our meager offerings in return.

Still, the world of a fox is a world of illusion, Tobias-san. They make things for mortals, watch over them and take human shape. The objects they make are seldom real, but the love they feel is as true as yours or mine.”

I finished the last few noodles before she took my plate. “There’s dessert if you want it. It’s apple pie, just like you probably have at home.”

“That sounds wonderful, but no thanks. I didn’t finish my grading or lesson plans.”

“Well, all right. Come back downstairs if you change your mind, Tobias-san.”

Back upstairs, I opened the sliding glass door to allow in the cool evening air. I was about to sit and do some work when gentle laughter disturbed the tranquility behind me.

“Hello, Gaijin!”

“Matsuri?” I couldn’t see her, but the kitsune’s presence was familiar to me now. “Where are you?” A hint of movement in the tallest branches caught my eye. A pair of bushy tails slipped down from the top of the maple tree in the front yard. I followed them upward and saw Matsuri lying in the branches. She glanced down at me, her golden eyes twinkling from behind her mask. “I am right here. No need to worry, Gaijin.”

“I wasn’t worried,” I lied, smiling. “I take it that you got your jewel back?”

“Yes, I did.” Her arm vanished back in her sleeve returning a moment later with the familiar pearlescent jewel. It glowed brightly with a blue fire in her hand.

“You seem to be in the habit of placing me in your debt, Gaijin. To lose a jewel is a very bad thing for any kitsune. It is a gracious blessing of the gods that you found it rather than someone else.” She slipped down and knelt before me. “It is a debt I can never hope to repay.”

“Come on and get up. You’re my friend, Matsuri.”

“Hai, I apologize. It is just a great relief to have it returned. I was so careless to lose it in passing by the shrine yesterday.”

“Was it that serious?”

Matsuri paused a moment propping herself to sit on the iron balustrade. “Indeed it was. We kitsune place some of our power in these when we … take human form. We have to hide the jewels to keep them safe, but the Hoshi-No-Tama often has a mind of its own.

If a kitsune is careless and loses one, it can roll away and be found by humans. That stone can make us do things against our will or even against the laws of Inari. In the wrong hands, my own jewel would make me become a slave, fully conscious of what I was doing, but without recourse to fight the power.”

So that’s what the shadow was in my dream, warning against dark desire for power and telling me about the jewel’s nature. With such a thing, I could have hurt Matsuri.

I felt my stomach drop in realizing it. I hadn’t really known how dire her situation had been, and there I was a few hours before holding an object of such power.

“You can’t fight it, Matsuri?”

“I am pledged to serve Inari and the worshipers of Inari. Humans are a higher caste than I am. I cannot physically harm mortals even if they do harm to me, and if a human holds my jewel, I am even more helpless to their power.”

She sighed placing her hands in my own. “In return for your momentous favor, I am obliged to offer you my life and protection for as long as you should live, Tobias Blackwood. It is not a thing done often in this modern day.”

“Really?”

Matsuri nodded, glaring at me. “Hai, but don’t let it go to your head. I’m not your servant to be called upon at will. Don’t get any half-brained ideas.” She chuckled softly and shifted her feet balancing her pads on the rail.

“Before I go, I have one piece of advice. It is not my business, but you should tell that human girl how you feel.” Then with a flick of her tails, she vanished into the leaves of the maple tree like a breath of wind.

I stared after her a moment feeling strangely empty, but then I felt eyes upon me from behind. Turning, I saw Aoki in the doorway. She was smiling ear to ear.

“So, you do have more to you than meets the eye, Tobias-san.”

I stood there for a moment not sure what to do or even say. “How long were you watching us?”

“Long enough, Tobias-san. Do not worry. Your secret is safe with me.” She smiled warmly. “So, that is your kitsune friend?”

I blushed feeling a bit sheepish. “I’ve only known her for a short time, but she’s always been warm and kind, protecting and watching over me.”

“I told you a little faith helps one find the most wondrous things. I never thought how close to the truth I was. You are a very lucky young man to have such a guardian. I was a shrine maiden at Fushimi for years, and I never once saw a single fox. Count yourself blessed, Tobias-san. She is right though. You should be honest about your feelings for your friend.”

“But I don’t even know how to approach her, Aoki.”

“Have faith, Tobias-san. Give something from your heart. It has gotten you this far.” She stood and closed the door leaving me alone.
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I worked for a little while after that then got up and tested the weight on my leg.

Not too much pain. Maybe I’ll try walking without those crutches in the morning.

I sat down at my desk and opened my journal. There was so much to remember, and it was a dizzying prospect to write it all down. I’m not exactly sure when I nodded off, but I distinctly remember the dream I had that night.

I was alone in the Yoshida house, but something was very different now. The walls were strung with ivy, worn and tattered around the edges with the roof half-caved and walls bent and twisted with age. It felt like it had been abandoned and forgotten.

There was no color to any surface as if the living energies had been sucked away leaving everything gray. Here and there torches cast a flickering glow on an earthen floor beneath me, but the light that came from within was as lifeless and cold as death itself. Long distorted shadows streamed through gaping holes everywhere.

I found myself moving out into the distended hallway toward what should have been the family room. The pictures on the stairway were dulled and warped with no indication of the living people they’d once portrayed.

Downstairs, I found Aoki’s kitchen was nothing but a tangled mess of black, thorny vines that grew from appliances and around the kitchen table. It was the family room that was the most changed though.

Jomei’s favorite chair was covered in dark green moss. A pond filled with black water sat in the center of the room surrounded by rocks that jutted out like jagged teeth. A stench like rotting carcass or methane gas slowly crept out.

The far wall was completely gone. The Buddhist shrine lay toppled on the floor. There was something else partly hidden in tall grass that grew around it. It was my white fox statue.

Crouching down, I reached to pick it up and stopped cold. My own skin and clothes were pale and dull without a spark of soul or color to any of it. My fingers were stiff and my movements slow, leaving a strange ethereal shadow in their wake like a murky reflection.

I reached out and took it. The statue felt light as air in my grasp, but it looked very different. The features were faded, the snout smashed, and the tails torn in chunks. The bottom had been ripped away, leaving only a hollow space inside where the talisman should be.

Then the statue began to change. Tall pointed ears slimmed and paws became feet and hands. A tattered kimono gray with age lingered like a dusty remnant upon the body. The face remained transformed into that of a fox, but I saw the eyes roll open staring lifeless at me.

“To-bi-as.”

The sound startled me, and I dropped the statue to the ground. Until now everything had been silent. Not a sound or whisper but a strange ringing silence screamed in my ears as loud as any earthly noise. The word was broken, garbled. The voice sounded hoarse, like something worn away over time.

Something stirred behind me, back up the stairs, a hint of movement in the otherwise motionless environs. Footsteps followed a gentle creaking on the worn, wooden steps.

A woman appeared from the shadows there, and I was immediately struck by her brilliance of color and vivid shades against the lifeless surroundings. Her silk robes piled on top of each other like sheets of varied colored paper.

Long raven black hair cascaded down to the floor, partly concealing the train of her heavy silken garment like a dark inky cloud. The sickly stench of bad perfume hung around her body like a thick cloud.
 

“Wary should you be,
 Mortal child in distant land,
 A little boy lost.”

 

Her voice was low and soft, speaking in Japanese words that dripped from her mouth like slowly melting ice. Somewhere in my mind, however, I understood all too clearly what she said. As she spoke, a strange metamorphosis transformed her.

The clothes gradually began to decay, looking old and worn. The colors dulled as long brackish stains crept down her breast and front to her feet tarnishing the surface. Raven hair turned golden, wild and untamed like a great shaggy mane and two great points of ears stood tall amid the mange of what was now fur.
 

“This little boy finds
 Friends in the Inari fox
 Demon enemies.”

 

Her crimson stained sleeve lowered, and our eyes met. In that fleeting moment, I felt myself filled with the deepest and darkest despair. Dark eyes stared at me with the knowledge of lonely millennia I could only imagine.

I felt as if I were looking into a black sun, a gaping void of a star that gave no light, yet in which darkness was as bright as the sun.
 

“Tread not, mortal feet,
 Beyond the open gateway
 Where kitsune wait.”

 

Nine golden tails rose in succession, writhing in serpentine coils around her body, their ashen furred surfaces coated with black flames.
 

“Lest he desire stay
 Far from his distant homeland,
 The gate closed behind.”

 

I awoke in a cold sweat at my desk. My heart hammered in my chest, and my lungs screamed for air. I paused, panting, trying to regain my composure.

It was just a dream, no a nightmare. I’ve never had one like that though. I shuddered. I never want to again.

I got up and padded over to the sliding doors and went outside trying to clear my mind.

Nothing stirred in the street, and somewhere a dog barked while another answered. Everything was quiet and peaceful. I moved back inside and glanced down at the desk. The black and white kitsune statues still stood guard where I’d left them by my journal. I picked up the black coated male and considered his comically stoic gaze. It made me smile, remembering that I had a hand in making this, and I felt a little better.

Maybe I should give Michiko one of my statues?

It seemed like a good idea. Setting it back down on the table beside my bed, I plumped my pillow and lay back. For a moment, I feared more nightmares, but I fell sound asleep and had far more pleasant dreams of dancing with Michiko beneath the flowering cherry blossoms in Kyoto’s streets.
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Morning came as a welcome relief. I woke up groggy, but luckily for me, Aoki had a fresh cup of tea and a bowl of oatmeal waiting downstairs.

“Jomei-san, I was wondering. Would it be all right if I gave my translator friend the black fox statue? I wanted to give it to her in honor of all she’s done for me.”

He looked puzzled as to why I’d need permission from him to do such a thing, but he merely nodded and went back to his newspaper. Aoki placed a generous portion of tempura fish into a box for my lunch. “Good luck, Tobias-san.” I felt my heart catch in my throat. I certainly was going to need it.

I paused and looked up above the door to the little shrine. A prayer couldn’t hurt, so I closed my eyes a second and tried to direct my thoughts to the one creature I thought could carry my wish.

Matsuri, you have watched over me and been one of my truest friends. I don’t know if you will hear me on this day, but guide me so I don’t make too much of a fool of myself with Michiko. This is all I ask. I smiled knowing she would get the message.

A brisk walk to the train station was just the solution to my stiff leg. I found it feeling better by the time the train pulled up, and I shuffled aboard.

Michiko was waiting for me at the station. Her hair fell over a gold and white cashmere dress ending in a braid tied at the small of her back.

She looks as beautiful as ever.

Chikako was there too, her school uniform as spotless as always beneath a bright cherry red sweater. She hopped up and down when she saw me.

“Tobias-Sensei!” she called out, smiling.

“Hello, Chikako. Have you been practicing those lessons?”

“Hai, Tobias-Sensei! I have been practicing very hard.” She looked up to see if this was acceptable, and a simple nod proved Michiko’s satisfaction.

“That’s excellent. You’re a great teacher yourself, Michiko.”

“You are too kind, Tobias-san, but why are you smiling so? Have I done something funny?”

Smiling?

I felt my cheeks burn. I was smiling all right, smiling at the thought of seeing her. “Oh, it’s nothing. I like what you are wearing, Michiko-san. It’s a lovely dress.”

“Oh, thank you.”

Why was I being so bold?

Wait, she’s blushing, trying to hide a smile behind her hand! Maybe that’s a good sign.

The day went well, the same routine as always. It was funny to think about, but I was starting to get the hang of a little Japanese. At lunch though, I found myself drifting off into my own thoughts again.

“Tobias-san, is something wrong? You are staring off into space again.”

I blinked myself awake. Michiko stared at me from across the desk. It was just the two of us this afternoon since Chikako and her friends were down on the field playing soccer.

I cleared my throat. “Well, I have been thinking, Michiko.”

“Thinking what, Tobias-san?”

I suddenly felt boxed in. “Mind if we take a walk? I feel a little stuffed up in this old classroom.”

“Not at all, Tobias-san.” We made our way down the hallway and up the stairs. It was quiet with only the hushed mutterings of other teachers eating in their classrooms. The dull, reverberating sounds of the children echoed faintly from outside. I wasn’t exactly sure where I was going, but Michiko seemed to have some idea even though she walked beside me at the same pace.

We walked up onto the roof of the school. We were high now, right next to the clock tower, beyond the mass of students and teachers on the playground below. The city of Yamashina seemed like a distant gray skyline next to the green mountains and pastel of cherry blossom trees in the neighborhoods around us.

“This is an amazing view!”

“Yes, I come up here often to get away.” She shook her head. “Ah, I apologize Tobias-san. Wasn’t there something you wished to say to me?”

I felt my stomach go numb. “I don’t know how I could possibly thank you for all you have done for me, Michiko. I wanted to give you something to express my appreciation, but it’s more than that.” My hand went for my pocket, and I felt the bulk of the fox statue in my fingers. “What I mean to say Michiko, is that … I really, really like you. I’ve never felt this way about a girl before.”

I saw her eyes widen as a deep blush touched her cheeks. Instantly, she turned away, and I felt my stomach drop.

Oh, God! I’ve been too forward!

I slumped against the wall like a dead weight utterly rejected. “I’m sorry! I shouldn’t have said that, Michiko. I’ve just felt this way about you for a long time, but I’ve kept it bottled inside waiting to get out. I even have this little gift to give you.” I reached into my pocket and pulled out the statue in my open palm.

What was I think …

She kissed me. I just stood there like the buffoon I probably am, and my arms gently wrapped around her. I felt like some kind of second sun ever brighter than the first for just this little moment. Her hands folded around my own, around the statue as she leaned up on tiptoes, her eyes bright as starburst.

I can’t believe it …

The sound of giggles interrupted us. Chikako and a bunch of her classmates were sitting in the half-opened doorway gawking delightedly at the two of us.

“Looks like we have an audience,” she said breaking the kiss.

I just smiled to myself like a happy fool. “So we do.”

By the time the bell rang, I had a feeling that word of our little foray on the roof would be all over school. My only concern was how it reflected on my being here. I wasn’t teaching at Maeda to find romance, and I certainly hadn’t come to Japan to find it. Yet, it had found me.

As it was, there was nothing I could do to stop the inevitable tidal wave of possible rumors, but if I were not ready to ride the wave, I wouldn’t have taken the risk of sharing my true feelings.

Michiko, of course, seemed to sense my thoughts and came over to rest her hand on my shoulder after she’d shooed the children outside. “Are you all right, Tobias-san?”

“I’m just worried about what others might say.”

“I have worked long enough for Maeda-san to know he does not meddle in the affairs of his teachers as long as they do their work well.

So long as we remain professional in our work, I do not see why we cannot enjoy the beginnings of a wonderful relationship.” She leaned down to kiss my cheek. “I am going to take Chikako home. I will see you tomorrow, Tobias-san.”

After she was gone, I sat there staring at the door for a while with this goofy grin on my face before realizing I had a pile of ungraded papers to manage for the next day. I headed back to my classroom, and about a half an hour later there was a knock at my door. Pushing my glasses up from the end of my nose, I peered through the glass and felt my stomach drop. Ryuto Maeda stood in the door.

“Maeda-san,” I gulped, standing up. “Won’t you come in?”

“Thank you,” he replied gruffly. In an instant, he was inside and sitting in my chair behind my desk. “Sit, please.”

There was no argument from me. I sat back down. He folded his hands together. “You are slowly becoming a part of our family here at the school. You would not be here if you did not have skills. I’ve received praise from so many parents at the improvement in their children’s English skills. However, I must inform you of our strict policy regarding appropriate school conduct.

I don’t mind what you do with people outside of work, but here in my school, I expect you to act like a professional, especially with your co-workers. Your purpose with the S.E.L here in Japan is to connect with our people and our culture.

Michiko-san has become like a daughter in her time working here with me. I want you to treat her with respect. She is not some geisha who will dance and entertain you. She is a woman to be treated with the utmost respect.”

“Sir,” I felt my voice quiver lightly. “I apologize if I did something inappropriate in your school, but what I feel for Michiko is not just some spring fling. She is not an object to me. She isn’t some prize. I would not be the success you say I am without her.”

He stared at me for a moment and then nodded. “That is a good answer, the sort of answer I expected from you. From now on, though, keep the affections private. Understood?” I nodded.

“I will let you get back to your work then, Tobias-san.”

I was left alone with my thoughts. It seemed everyone was going to have an opinion now, but that was to be expected. Here I was an outsider falling for a Japanese girl.

It’s bound to get more complicated.

My mom would probably faint when I told her, and my dad would give me a long talk about his opinion on how to make the best impression.

The air of that afternoon was especially sweet with the smell of flowering blossoms smooth and clear as subtle perfume upon the wind. I knew that summer would come too soon and replace this fragrance and beauty with searing heat.

A cicada called and a few more answered. This was not unusual in the Japanese day though I’d become more used to their nighttime song. Feeling adventurous, I checked my watch and decided I had enough time to catch the train to Fushimi for a quick visit to the shrine before returning back home.
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When I arrived, the place was mobbed. From the moment I left the station to when I passed beneath the main gate, I was jostling among people. Most were Japanese families, many with cameras. All had come to see what I had only just experienced, the magnificent color of Kyoto’s spring bloom. Suddenly, I knew this was a bad idea.

There was no getting around them. People were lined up at vendors offering weird little trinkets, baskets, and plastic statues of foxes. All were rather ghastly in my opinion.

This was the heart of Inari’s domain, and I was shuffling along with everyone else. Then, in the blink of an eye, everyone was gone. I emerged into a green colonnade mixed in with lush colors of cherry blossoms and maples that lined the shrine’s walkways. The forest around me echoed with the dull murmurs of other people far away.

Here, branching off in different directions were brilliantly colored orange torii gates in a line snaking up into the darkness of the mountainside. It was like a tunnel with no walls and no ceiling, yet a tunnel all the same. The breaks in the gates became windows to only the trees and rocks. Here and there were little side paths like branches. I stumbled out and found myself alone at a split in the torii track.

Maybe I should turn back?

No, I’d traveled this far, and I wanted to see it through. I had this strange feeling that I’d been here before, standing in the shade with the breeze flowing past me and up through the mountain with the stirring of a thousand leaves.

“I didn’t think you had it in you to tell her, Gaijin.”

Matsuri leaned against a gate to my left, her arm curled up against it to support her body. I faced that familiar smirking fox mask.

“With a little help, I am sure, Matsuri.”

“Oh, no. It was your own effort, silly boy. I had nothing to do with it.” A cricket chirped in the underbrush, and the breeze stirred the branches in their rustling conversation. “It is peaceful here, isn’t it?”

“It’s beautiful. The crowds are a little overwhelming though.”

“Such is the life of a kitsune. We are very popular,” she chuckled, shaking her head. “Most of these pilgrims would be jealous of your own experiences.”

“It’s been a long journey.”

“Hai, it has, Gaijin. But there is a great deal more for you to experience. You are still just scratching the surface of my native country. There is so much more for you to see and experience. Your journey is only just beginning.”

“You sound like you are going away, Matsuri.”

“I am, Gaijin, at least for a little while.” Her form seemed to glow, shimmer and diminish. Soon a two-tailed fox stood where she had been with white coat almost aglow in the waning light. She glanced back at me, and I saw her wink. “You can be sure I will be watching you. Just because you have a girlfriend now doesn’t mean you will be rid of me.”

“Wait! Where are you going?”

She didn’t answer but took off at a great pace up the path.

I started after her weaving in and out through the hillside, she like a flickering white candle and me struggling along. Suddenly I tripped and fell, sprawling in an open space where there were no torii.

A single kitsune statue stood alone there near an open building. A trickle of water spilled from a fresh sprig of bamboo placed in its mouth into an open basin like gentle laughter at my expense. There was no sign of anyone or anything else. Matsuri was gone.

I got up, brushing myself off as my hands and heart ached a bit. I went down the way I had come. The crowds had dispersed somewhat when I arrived at the base of the mountain. There was an open spot now so I slipped through, tossed a few yen into the box and rang the bell.

I have traveled far to the land of the rising sun. I thank whatever forces watch over me for my health, my knowledge and a new relationship. I know I am but a guest, a traveler in this land, and I humbly ask that my knowledge grow. Keep me safe here so long as I remain.

I clapped my hands and left the shrine of foxes behind.

•  •  •
 

“Ah, Tobias-san. You are home a little early!” Aoki greeted me with a smile as I entered, though it quickly vanished as soon as she saw me. “What is wrong? Did your friend not enjoy the gift?”

“Oh, no, Aoki-san. It went better than I could have possibly imagined, but my kitsune friend has gone.”

“I had a feeling that might be the case, Tobias-san. Come inside. I have tea and dinner waiting, and Jomei is out again with the men tonight.”

A welcoming chicken dinner greeted me at the kitchen table with a big steaming bowl of white dumplings like round snowballs set on a plate in the center of the table. My troubles were forgotten for the moment, and I settled down to the meal.

“Wow, this looks good!”

“Hai, one of my favorites, Tobias-san. My son’s as well.” She sat opposite me folding her hands in front of her on the tabletop.

The dumplings were warm, sweet savory chicken mixed with a strange spice that gave it just enough kick to get my mouth watering. The ball itself was made of compressed rice surrounding the meat.

“Why do you think Matsuri left?”

“I don’t know, but I doubt that is the last time you will see her. Of that you can be certain.”

“I had a nightmare yesterday. A fox with nine tails told me I should not follow foxes like my friend. Do you think she was right?”

Aoki frowned. “No, I do not, Tobias-san. Dreams are strange things, but yours is a good and noble heart. That is something precious, something which draws good luck. I would not worry, but you tell me if that fox comes back.”

Her words put me at ease. “Thank you, Aoki-san.”

“Anytime, Tobias-san.” She stood again and crossed over to the sink pausing there to glance outside. “Tobias-san, there is a young woman standing at the gate. Come see.”

I rose and crossed to the window. It was Michiko! She waved to me, and I felt my cheeks suddenly flush as I waved back.

“Go and see her, Tobias-san!” Aoki chuckled.

My heart was hammering as I opened the door, and there she was standing on our stoop.

“Hello, Tobias-san. I hope you do not mind me coming here. I thought maybe we could go for a little meal in town. I know you do not like raw fish, but I know a sushi place that serves wonderful teppanyaki.”

“Sure, why not?” I smiled and took her hand. Behind me, I heard the door close and caught sight of Aoki winking at me from the kitchen window.

“Are you ready to go, Tobias-san?” Michiko asked squeezing my hand and giving me a kiss on my cheek.

“I sure am.”

As we passed into the street, I caught the shadowy white figure of a fox watching me from afar with bright amber yellow eyes. In that moment, I felt certain that this was only the beginning of a greater journey into the unknown beyond my newly opened gateway.

I can’t wait to see what lies ahead.
  




ENDNOTES
 

[1] Silly boy, you come all the way here not being able to speak Japanese?
 

[2] Mr. Sato! Hello, it’s been too long!
 

[3] Jomei, the boys have arrived with Sato-san!
 

[4] I see them, woman! Calm down.
 

[5] Maeda Private Elementary School
 

[6] Hello, children, and good morning. You may be seated.
 

[7] Chikako-chan, that is quite enough! Give the other children a chance to ask their own questions!
 

[8] Chikako-chan, please move over a little.
 

[9] Well, Michiko-san?
 

[10] He was trying to learn Japanese, Maeda-san.
 

[11] What? Really?
 

[12] Yes, his method was very unorthodox, Maeda-san, but the children wanted to learn.I think he can learn as they do.
 

[13] Michiko won’t worry. I’m better at directions than she is!
 

[14] There you are, Chikako-chan! I have been worried sick!
 

[15] I am sorry, Michiko-san. I forgot my lunch pail upstairs.
 

[16] Welcome!
 

[17] He’s quite the outrageous young man!
 

[18] He’s asking the children to teach him Japanese!
 

[19] Eh, typical gaijin. Trying to learn to be Japanese!
 

[20] That’s enough! You are cowards to speak about Tobias-san as if he is not here!
 

[21] I wouldn’t want to make a bad impression on our young prodigy.
 

[22] Jomei-san, the stove has gone out again!
 

[23] Chikako-chan, why don’t you go out to the playground? This is no place for children.
 

[24] Now children, stay together. Each of you will receive a pass, so be sure to keep it close or you will not get inside.
 

[25] Patience, children. We are coming up next. Tobias-sensei and I shall follow you.
 

[26] Can we eat lunch with you, Tobias-Sensei?
 

[27] I’ll be here too, Tobias-sensei!
 

[28] Fresh fish, fresh fish here!
 

[29] Back, demon of jealousy! You are not welcome within this city!
 

[30] Don’t test me. Get away from the boy!
 

[31] You saw me, big sister?
 

[32] Will not!
 

[33] Well, I don’t lead a gaijin around like a string toy.
 

[34] Come on, stop!
 

[35] All right, Aya-chan.
 

[36] He certainly is nervous with us around.
 

[37] Do you sense that, Sister?
 

[38] It is the demon again, little one.
 

[39] This way!
 

[40] It’s bad enough when sister tells me.
 

[41] I warned you not to trespass in these territories twice before, Demon. You should have stayed back in the mountains.
 

[42] Damned fox! This is my food!
 

[43] You won’t chase me away again! This time, you die!
 

[44] I’ve got you, nasty fox!
 

[45] Let them go!
 

[46] Oh what a frightful little thing!
 

[47] Are you going to beat me up?
 

[48] You are safe, but do not move.
 

[49] No, I am here!
 

[50] He stares like an anxious koi, Matsuri-chan.
 

[51] Forgive him. He’s just a foreign boy.
 

[52] These bones will need a good time to heal.
 

[53] Where is that boy with the clean water?
 

[54] Ah, there you are! Hurry over here with that fresh water. We have much work to do.
 

[55] You did well, child. Now sit and watch carefully.
 

[56] I hope you are feeling all better!
 

[57] It is my fault the Gaijin got hurt.
 

[58] I do not wish to impose, but could you watch my sister while I return the Gaijin home?
 

[59] I am in your debt, Haro-san.
 

[60] Not at all, Matsuri-chan.
 

[61] Tobias-sensei has crutches!
 

[62] Good morning, Sensei!
 

[63] Where is Michiko?
 

[64] Is it serious?
 

[65] Hey! Where did it go?
 

[66] No, thank you, Sensei!
 

[67] Goodbye, Tobias-sensei!
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