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The sky above Atami was an impossible shade of blue, as if it were an extension of the sea stretching to the horizon. A thin breeze slipped between the houses, carrying with it the scent of seaweed and salt mixed with the sweet aroma of chestnut manjū sold under the arcades near the station.
The town, with its narrow alleys, slanted roofs, and brightly colored signs, climbed up the green hills and slid down toward the ocean.
Ari walked ahead of her parents with a determined step, gripping the straps of her backpack tightly with both hands. Every time she discovered a new corner of Japan, something inside her lit up. A sense of wonder, as if the real world drew closer, for an instant, to the world of dreams.
Her passion for Japan had followed her since her earliest memories; Ari couldn’t even recall for how long. She knew Japanese—she understood it, she spoke it—even though she was only eleven years old. It was the fruit of years of passion: books read under the covers, videos watched without subtitles, songs transcribed by hand with the help of an old dictionary.
It had been almost a month now that she was traveling across Japan with her parents, an unforgettable journey she would carry with her forever. But this wasn’t her first time in Japan.
The year before, accompanied by one of her mother’s Japanese colleagues, Ari had gone to the splendid mountain village of Shirakawa-go to visit her pen pal, Yumi.
That trip had been a truly magical vacation, even though Ari had the impression that Japan’s magic faded from her conscious memories, settling instead in her heart like a silent, comforting warmth.
What she did remember, however, was that Yumi had become more than just a friend in those weeks. Almost a sister, a kindred soul such as you rarely meet in life. Since then, they had exchanged letters, video calls, and promises to see each other again.
And now it was about to happen for real. After a year, she was going to meet her again.
Ari stopped for a moment on the sidewalk, in front of the station entrance. From there she could see the line of taxis, travelers hauling their suitcases, and the glass walls of the building reflecting the sky. Somewhere inside, Yumi was about to arrive. Just the thought made Ari’s heart skip a beat.
«Shall we go inside?» she asked her parents.
«Yes, come on. Let’s check if she’s on time» her father replied.
They stepped into the station hall: wide, bright, with high ceilings and glass walls on both sides. Voices echoed in the air, mingling with the rhythmic sound of announcements in Japanese. Ari walked up to the display: the train from Nagoya was on time. Only a few minutes left.
She went a little further, until she could see the ticket gates separating the public area from the platforms for the Shinkansen, Japan’s bullet train.
Beyond those barriers, at that very moment, Yumi was on a train slowing down, surrounded by neat rows of seats and hushed voices. Ari pictured the instant when the doors would open, the sound of them sliding automatically, the first steps onto the platform, the crowd spilling onto the escalators.
She turned to her parents. «It’s on time.»
«Yumi is coming from… Nagoya?» her mother asked.
«Yes. From there she took the Shinkansen. First she rode a local train from her home.»
«And her home is… Shirako… Shinkago…» her mother stammered.
Ari laughed. «Shirakawa-go, Mom. And it’s an amazing place—it’s a pity we didn’t make it there on our trip.»
«I know, I know. Next time!»
Her father gave a little cough. «So, what’s this friend of yours like? We’ve never met her in person.»
«She’s sweet. And curious. She likes watching people when they think she’s not looking.»
Ari turned back to the gates. Passengers had begun to stream out: businessmen with briefcases, tourist couples, ladies in kimono carrying light bags. Some stopped at the newsstand, others hurried straight to the exit.
Then, in the middle of the crowd, she saw her.
Yumi wore a beige blouse and a wide-brimmed hat. Her sleek black hair showed neatly beneath it. On her shoulders was a huge red backpack that looked bigger than she was. She had stopped just past the ticket gate, glancing around with wide eyes.
Ari took one step forward, then another, and without realizing it she began to run.
«Yumi!» she shouted.
The girl turned, saw her, and smiled. In that instant, the suitcases, the crowd, the noise of the station—all of it disappeared. The two ran toward each other and hugged tightly, as if the invisible thread that had bound them from afar had been rewound. Words weren’t needed. For a long moment they held each other, unmoving in the pulsing heart of the station.
«I missed you» Ari whispered.
Yumi laughed softly. «I missed you too, Ari-chan.»
Ari’s parents approached discreetly. Her father gave a slightly awkward half-bow, smiling. «Kon’nichiwa!»
«Yumi, these are my parents!» Ari said, slipping her arm around her friend’s shoulders.
Her mother nodded. «Nice to meet you. Arigatou for being here.»
«I… I thank you for bringing me with you…» Yumi replied in a small voice, blushing slightly. She had spoken in their language, and Ari could picture her repeating those words to herself over and over during the train ride.
They set off, leaving the station’s bustle behind.
Ari’s parents’ car was parked a little way off, but to save time her father’s GPS had suggested cutting through Ekimae Heiwa Street, the covered pedestrian road stretching out from the station entrance.
As soon as they entered the arcade, Ari slowed down. The street was its own little universe, suspended between past and present. Faded wooden signs hung above the entrances of old shops, alongside modern neon lights. Scents mingled in the air: soy sauce, dried fish, sweet rice cakes.
A shop was selling freshly grilled senbei, neatly lined up on ceramic plates. A little farther on, a store displayed daruma dolls, standing like silent sentinels.
«Look!» Ari exclaimed, pointing at a stall with triangular onigiri wrapped in nori seaweed, neatly arranged on a bamboo tray.
«And there are eggs marinated in soy sauce!» her father added, sniffing the air with enthusiasm.
A vendor, noticing their curiosity, offered them samples on wooden skewers. Ari translated, laughing, while her mother tried repeating the Japanese words without much success.
A little further ahead, in front of a souvenir shop, something caught both girls’ eyes. Hanging from a spinning display, among sushi-shaped earrings and miniature temple charms, were two small capybara keychains, their little paws stretched forward, their eyes two black dots. One wore a blue scarf, the other a red one.
Ari and Yumi looked at each other.
They said nothing.
A smile spread across both their faces.
It was as if something in the world had fallen into place, as if that tiny detail had given them a sign, a silent nod only they could understand. Ari took the one with the blue scarf, Yumi the one with the red. They brought them to the counter without a word, and when they left the shop, each clipped one to the zipper of her backpack. The two capybaras dangled side by side, as if they too were on a journey.
They continued along the street until they reached the parking lot, a quiet open space at the top of a short slope shaded by Japanese pines. The rental car—a small white station wagon—waited for them under the early afternoon sun. They loaded their backpacks into the trunk. Yumi slid in next to Ari on the back seat. Her mother sat in front, her father took the wheel.
The engine started with a low hum, a soft vibration that seemed to spread through the seats and floor of the car. Slowly, almost cautiously, they rolled out of the parking lot, the tires crunching lightly over the gravel before finding the smoother surface of the asphalt. The road climbed gently into the hills, twisting and curving as if it were tracing the natural lines of the land. On either side, hot spring inns rose in quiet succession, their vertical signs written in bold characters that caught the afternoon light. Some of the buildings had tiled roofs that looked as if they had been there for decades, while others revealed newer facades, polished and welcoming. Behind dark wooden gates, half-hidden from view, lay carefully tended gardens, where pine trees, moss-covered stones, and the faint sound of trickling water hinted at worlds of calm enclosed within.
Every so often, the sea revealed itself between the buildings, a sudden gleam of silver-blue flashing in the distance. It shimmered under the sun, only to vanish again as the road bent inward, swallowed by the hills. Then, just as quickly, it returned—first as a glimpse, then as a vast horizon, stretching wider and farther away each time it reappeared. It was like the ocean was playing hide-and-seek with them, reminding them with every turn that it was never truly gone.
Ari and Yumi sat side by side in the back seat, their faces turned toward the window. Neither of them spoke. They didn’t need to. The quiet between them was filled with a shared anticipation, a silent excitement that pulsed stronger with every curve of the road. They both knew this was only the beginning—a promise of discovery, of marvels waiting just beyond the horizon, of an adventure ready to unfold before their eyes.
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The trip from Atami had been longer than expected, but Ari hardly noticed. They had driven along roads that wound up and down through mountains covered with pines, crossed narrow bridges over clear rivers, and passed through sleepy villages where houses seemed to cling to the hillside.
Every bend revealed a different scene: a mirror-like rice field, a shrine hidden among the trees, a faded sign with a mysterious ideogram.
Yumi and Ari had remained silent for long stretches of the journey, each lost in her own thoughts, but it took only a knowing glance, or the sound of a funny name spotted on a sign, for laughter to suddenly burst out between them.
Now they were entering the area of Kawazu, in the green heart of the Izu Peninsula, heading toward the small hamlet of Nashimoto, on the edge of the trails leading to the famous Nanadaru waterfalls.
When they reached Nashimoto, Ari’s father turned onto a narrow side road, lined with trees bending inward as if to form a tunnel of green. Suddenly, around a curve, a large wooden sign appeared, hanging from two rough beams and swaying gently in the breeze.
CAMP KAWAYUKA — read the words painted in yellow and black.
Beneath the name, carved into the wood, was a comical little animal: a plump rodent with short legs and a round snout, drawn in a simple, almost childlike style. It was smiling blissfully, with two tiny eyes and such a relaxed expression that it looked ready to fall asleep standing up.
Ari slowly turned toward Yumi without saying a word. Yumi met her gaze, and in that moment they understood each other perfectly.
Capybaras.
The car stopped a little further on, next to a small patch of hard-packed earth used as a parking lot. There weren’t many other cars. The only sounds were the buzz of cicadas and the wind in the leaves.
Ari’s parents got out first and began unloading the luggage. One backpack each, plus a bag with some snacks.
«Take care» her mother said, tucking back a loose strand of Ari’s hair. «Eat well, keep warm in the evenings and… write to us now and then»
«Don’t worry, Mom» Ari smiled.
Her father lifted one of the backpacks and handed it to Yumi. «If you need anything, just send a message. Even just an emoji. As long as you let us know you’re alive once in a while»
«Promise» Ari replied, slipping her own backpack onto her shoulders.
Then came a quick hug, a few repeated reminders, and one last pat on the head. Her parents got back in the car, waved, and drove off toward Kawazu, where a hotel with an onsen was waiting.
Ari and Yumi were alone.
For a moment they stood at the campsite entrance.
«It’s just like we imagined» Ari whispered.
«Yeah» Yumi agreed.
They walked on. Wooden-and-paper lanterns lined the trail, painted with animals, mountains, flowers. Capybaras. Lots of capybaras.
Ahead stood a small wooden house with a covered porch and a handwritten sign: Reception.
They stepped inside. The sliding door creaked, opening into a cool room scented with wood and tatami. The interior was simple but warm: pale panels, shelves of brochures and jars of plum candies—and capybaras.
The walls were crowded with photos: capybaras soaking in hot springs with floating oranges, stretched on straw mats under cherry blossoms, dressed as samurai with cardboard swords, disguised as Halloween pumpkins, with towels on their heads like in a bathhouse, or even wearing sunglasses, sipping (fake) cocktails on a deck chair.
Ari and Yumi froze in the middle of the room.
Their mouths open. Their eyes glistening.
«I want one. Right now.»
«I want five» Yumi hissed. «One for each season.»
Ari glanced sideways at her, raising an eyebrow. «Five? What season did you just make up? Capybara season?»
Yumi stifled a laugh. «Yes. It comes right after autumn. And it’s my favorite.»
The sight was too much. Too much cuteness. Too much majesty. Too much capybara all at once.
Ari gripped the strap of her backpack as if it were the only thing keeping her anchored to reality.
«I… I don’t feel well» she said, laughing.
Yumi nodded with theatrical gravity. «We are officially overwhelmed.»
Here and there, among the flyers and keychains, capybaras of every shape and material appeared: glazed ceramic, carved wood, felted wool with funny little faces, glossy plastic like collectible toys.
Some were tiny, no bigger than a mandarin, while others were so large they almost looked real. One small capybara sat perched on a pile of magazines as if guarding the entrance, with an unshakable, regal expression. Another was tucked into a bamboo plant, hidden among the leaves as if playing a game of hide-and-seek.
Among the larger ones, one leaned against a table with the blissful look of someone who had just finished a cup of tea, almost inviting the girls to sit down and keep him company. Beside him, an even sillier one had an entire fast-food hamburger in its mouth, wearing the guilty look of someone caught red-handed snacking.
Ari and Yumi stood wide-eyed, shaking their heads as if trying to break free from a spell. At that moment, they felt only one great desire: to own a piece of that absurd adorableness.
A cheerful voice brought them back to reality.
«Welcome!» said a young woman, stepping out from behind a divider. She had brown hair tied up in a messy bun and wore a checkered shirt tucked into loose work pants. On her pocket was a name tag: Mana.
«I’m Mana, nice to meet you. You’ve booked for two nights, right? You’re Ari-chan and Yumi-chan?»
The girls nodded in unison.
«I’ll need your documents for the registration» Mana said with a smile.
Again they nodded together, then handed over their documents.
«Perfect. You can pitch your tent in Zone C. It’s in the woods, near the river. Here, look»
She spread out the foldable map from the brochure. Ari and Yumi leaned in. There, right next to Zone C, was a symbol: a capybara dozing in a steaming pool of water, front paws tucked in and an orange balanced on its head.
Ari’s eyes widened. «Yumi…»
«The moment has come…»
The girls grabbed the brochure and dashed toward the exit.
«Thank you, that was very kind, but if you’ll excuse us…» Ari said breathlessly.
«But I still need to explain the activities!» Mana called after them, amused.
«We’ll read them in the brochure!» Ari shouted, already halfway out.
«Hey! You need to take back your documents!» Mana cried, still holding the papers in her hand.
«We’ll come back later!» Yumi shouted without stopping. «Promise!»
Ari and Yumi were running.
They had left the reception behind and were now racing along the campsite paths, Ari clutching the crumpled brochure in her hands. Their backpacks bounced with every stride.
The campsite was larger than they had imagined. There were wooded areas where camper vans were lined up—some modern and well-equipped, others so old they looked straight out of an ’80s magazine. A woman in a floral apron was hanging laundry beside her van. She watched them rush by with an expression somewhere between puzzled and amused.
Farther on, they passed an area with small wooden cottages: the bungalows. Each had a porch, a rocking chair, a few lanterns hanging outside, and a small decorative pot by the door. Some guests sat in the shade, reading or drinking iced tea. A couple of foreign tourists looked up as the girls darted past.
Yumi pointed. «There! Behind Zone C!»
They veered sharply onto a gravel path and began to climb. The campsite structures thinned out, giving way to a wilder area, where tall grass grew freely and pines cast long, jagged shadows.
And then it happened.
All at once, beyond a small wooden bridge over a stream, the landscape opened onto a hidden clearing surrounded by bamboo.
In the center, encircled by rocks and moss, was a large stone pool, from which light steam rose.
The pool was filled with clear, steaming hot spring water.
And inside…
Five capybaras.
Five huge, adorable capybaras submerged up to their necks, motionless and serene, like living statues of bliss. Some had their eyes closed, others stared into space with the vacant, contemplative expression of sages.
One, with only its eyes and head above water, was blowing bubbles with the studied slowness of someone pretending to be a secret agent on an underwater mission. Every so often it snorted suspiciously, as if to say: I’m not here. I’m a rock. Ignore me.
Another, with its front paws resting on the edge of the pool and its body relaxed in the water, looked like someone fresh from an intense day of existential reflection. Its face carried the air of one who had just understood something too great to put into words. Or maybe it was simply digesting.
Another still—radiating a kind of “boss of the bath” aura—held a twig with three leaves in its mouth, gripping it with the casual elegance of someone enjoying a grassy cigar. Its vague, solemn gaze seemed to say: Welcome to my kingdom.
The remaining two had set themselves up like members of an exclusive club: muzzle to muzzle, they seemed engaged in a silent meeting of such importance it felt as if they were deciding the fate of capybaras worldwide.
Ari and Yumi were paralyzed, their mouths hanging open.
«No…» Ari murmured. «This can’t be real.»
For a moment, everything was silent. Cicadas in the distance. Steam in the air. Water gently bubbling.
«They really exist» Yumi whispered. «And they’re even more beautiful than I imagined.»
«And they’re bathing.»
«With oranges.»
Caught up in those clumsy animals and their irresistible calm, Ari hadn’t noticed the oranges floating on the water.
Puzzled, she stepped closer to look.
«I think they’re just orange balls, to please silly girls like us who want to see them with fruit.»
«Are you sure?»
«It’s June—yuzu baths happen in winter» Ari replied flatly.
«That won’t ruin this moment’s perfection» Yumi declared firmly.
«Absolutely not» Ari agreed solemnly.
They sat down on a smooth stone nearby, gazing in awe. The steam wrapped around them, carrying the scent of forest and hot water.
Everything had been planned down to the last detail.
They had found the campsite on a website dedicated to unusual trips in Japan, searching for a place that could satisfy their obsession. Capybaras.
It had all started with a video Ari had stumbled upon on her tablet: a capybara bathing in a hot spring with floating oranges. She had immediately sent it to Yumi.
From there, things had escalated quickly.
They had begun sending each other videos compulsively: capybaras eating watermelon, capybaras walking in single file, capybaras wearing glasses, capybaras in slow motion.
Coloring books and planners soon followed. Ari gave them to Yumi. Yumi gave them to Ari. Their chats contained hardly a single gif without a capybara in it.
Before long, the capybara had become their totem animal—the symbol of their friendship, not always marked by cleverness. Ari had always thought they were absurd. They looked like creatures that existed only to stare you in the eye and say: Yeah, but stay chill. Relaxation seemed to be their only purpose in life.
So when Ari and Yumi discovered there was a campsite that hosted real capybaras, soaking in a hot spring in the middle of a forest, they hadn’t hesitated. Camp Kawayuka had become the destination. The goal. The place where they would meet again. And now here they were. Ignored by the capybaras, just as they had always dreamed.
Then something happened. One of the capybaras—perhaps moved by their presence, or simply tired of ignoring them—shifted its legs with legendary clumsiness and climbed out of the pool. Dripping wet, massive, swaying with the lazy gait of someone with no plan or purpose, it waddled toward them, stopping at the edge of the low bamboo plants that bordered the area. It stared at them.
Ari and Yumi stared back, frozen like statues.
«Can we… touch it?» Ari whispered.
«Not only can we. It’s a moral duty» Yumi declared with deadly seriousness.
They reached out their hands toward the large rodent. Its fur was dense, coarse, and a little bristly. It felt like stroking a mat.
«Honestly…» Yumi said, frowning. «It doesn’t feel that great to touch.»
Ari turned indignantly. She bent toward the capybara and, with a tender, respectful voice, whispered: «Forgive her. She doesn’t know what she’s saying.»
The capybara, with great dignity, turned its head and pointed its snout at something: a short stick lying on the ground. Ari and Yumi exchanged a glance. No words were needed. Their endless video-watching had taught them everything. Ari picked up the stick and carefully brought it toward the animal’s nose. He didn’t move. But when the tip touched a precise spot on his large snout, in an area where the fur was sparser—worn away by dozens, maybe hundreds, of scratches—his eyes closed halfway. Ari began to scratch. And the capybara surrendered. An expression of pure ecstasy spread across his face as the stick rubbed continuously on the epicenter of itch-relief.
Yumi, jealous, nudged her friend. «That’s enough. He’s mine too. Give me the stick.»
They took turns as if it were an honor and a privilege. The capybara accepted their services with the benevolence of a small country lord.
And so they stayed there, for a time they couldn’t measure, willing and happy prisoners of the sweetest blackmail in the world: that of a capybara who, on a gloomy June afternoon, had decided that a scratch on the nose was exactly what he wanted.
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