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Ari watched the landscape blur past the train window, losing herself in the shifting shades of green that painted the distant hills. The gentle light of the early-morning sun lit rice paddies arranged like the tiles of a mosaic, broken here and there by small villages with dark-tiled roofs. Plum trees in blossom dotted the view with pale-pink splashes, announcing spring’s imminent arrival. The train from Osaka to Nara crossed a series of bridges over quiet rivers whose waters mirrored the clear sky, thin clouds drifting like brushstrokes. Ari could make out neatly tended fields where small groups of farmers labored, and children in uniforms pedaled cheerfully toward school along dusty lanes. She sighed, a wave of happiness swelling in her chest. Japan was a symphony of images and sensations that never stopped enchanting her.
Ever since she was little, she had nursed a deep passion for this far-off land—so deep she could no longer remember when it began. It felt as though the love had always been there, woven into her. She had spent hours reading about Japanese traditions, culture and folklore, fascinated by tales of ancient spirits and mythical creatures. And she hadn’t stopped there: she had learned the language, to the astonishment of her parents, teachers and friends. Whenever she spoke Japanese, she caught surprise and admiration in their eyes, as though they couldn’t believe a girl so young could devote herself with such commitment to a culture so distant. This wasn’t her first visit to the country she adored, but this time was special: it was the first journey she shared with her parents. Tearing her gaze from the window, she turned toward them. Her mother, seated beside her, had long, wavy dark-brown hair that cascaded over her shoulders. A cream-colored blouse set off her amber eyes, now focused on a Japanese phrasebook. Every so often her brow furrowed as she tried to memorize a new expression. She, too, was learning the language, and Ari appreciated her effort; the road was still long, but the first fruits of study were beginning to show. Her father, across from them, had light-brown hair receding toward a few silver strands that gleamed under the carriage’s soft light. Rectangular glasses slid down his nose as he consulted a detailed map of Nara, carefully marking the places they would visit. He wore a light jacket, and beneath it peeked one of his superhero T-shirts, which he insisted on wearing despite being well past forty. Ari smiled at the sight of them. She was thrilled to finally share Japan with them, to show them the places she loved and talked about incessantly. Yet a faint shadow crossed her thoughts. She was growing up, and she didn’t know how many more holidays she would spend with them like this. School commitments, friendships, growing responsibilities, all seemed intent on pulling her slowly away from these precious family moments.
“Mom, Dad, ready for today’s adventure?” she asked brightly, chasing away the melancholy.
Her mother looked up from the book and smiled. “Ready! Though without you we’d be lost—my Japanese still leaves much to be desired.”
Her father chuckled and nodded. “True enough. You’re our official guide, Ari. I don’t know what we’d do without you.”
Ari blushed, proud and a little embarrassed. “I’ll help, of course. And today’s a special day—Nara is in the middle of Omizutori.”
Her mother tilted her head, curious. “Omizutori? You mentioned it, but remind me exactly what it is.”
“It’s an ancient tradition,” Ari explained eagerly. “A Buddhist ceremony held every year at Tōdai-ji Temple. The monks light huge torches and swing them from the temple balcony. They say the sparks bring good luck to anyone who sees them.”
Her father smiled, jotting something on the map. “Then we have to be there. But you’re leading us, right?”
“Of course!” Ari said confidently. “I promise we won’t get lost.”
The train announced its imminent arrival in Nara. A thrill ran through Ari as she grabbed her backpack and prepared to disembark.
On the crowded platform they were greeted by the murmur of people and the distant strains of a traditional melody drifting from a nearby loudspeaker. They left the station and plunged into the city’s heartbeat. Beyond its famous park, Nara was a modern Japanese city with a traditional touch: streets lined with shops sporting colorful displays, welcoming cafés and small restaurants from which tempting aromas of ramen and okonomiyaki escaped. Power lines criss-crossed overhead, an intricate web contrasting with the tidy cleanliness below. Bicycles whizzed along bike lanes while office workers in suits hurried to their jobs. Students in school uniforms laughed and chatted, adding life and color to the urban scene. Ari guided her parents through the bustling streets, checking her smartphone now and then to be sure of the route. “Mrs. Haruko’s house isn’t far,” she said, pointing down a right-hand turn. “We should be there soon.”
They walked about ten minutes, leaving the main streets’ bustle behind. The roads narrowed and quieted, lined with traditional houses fronted by carefully tended gardens. At last they stopped before a dark-wood house with tiled roof and a paper lantern hung by the entrance. A sliding door opened to reveal a kindly elderly woman, silver hair gathered in an elegant chignon, wearing a pastel kimono decorated with delicate floral motifs. “Welcome!” she exclaimed warmly. “You’re the family I’m hosting, yes? I’m Haruko.”
“Nice to meet you, Haruko-san,” Ari answered with a slight bow. “Thank you so much for having us.”
“Oh, the pleasure is mine,” Haruko said, beckoning them in. “Please take off your shoes and slip into these.” She indicated a neat row of slippers by the threshold.
The house radiated a calm, welcoming atmosphere. Tatami mats covered the floor, and shōji paper walls sifted in a soft, relaxing light. In one corner a tokonoma displayed a hanging scroll with elegant calligraphy and a plum-blossom branch in a simple yet refined vase. Haruko showed them the rooms.
“This will be yours,” she told Ari’s parents, sliding open a door onto a chamber with futons already laid out and a view of a small inner garden. “And this one is for you, Ari-chan.”
Ari stepped into her room, a wave of joy washing over her. The tatami beneath her feet exuded a faint, natural scent. A window looked onto the garden where a cherry tree displayed its first early buds. Beside the futon, a low table held a tea set and a lacquered box.
“If you need anything, don’t hesitate to ask,” Haruko said kindly. “I’m happy to have such pleasant guests.”
“Thank you from the bottom of our hearts, Haruko-san,” Ari’s mother replied, returning the smile.
After unpacking, Ari sat on the futon and began to arrange her clothes in the closet. She paused to take in the room. She was so happy to be here, in Japan, with her parents. She hoped this trip would be one of many to share with them, even as she knew time passed and things changed. She rose and approached the window, watching petals start to unfurl.
“I wonder how many more adventures we’ll have together,” she whispered, allowing herself a smile.
A gentle knock at the door pulled her from her thoughts. “Ari, ready?” her father asked from the doorway. “We thought we’d go find someplace for lunch.”
Ari turned, her face lighting up. “Yes, coming!” she answered, leaping to her feet.
As she prepared to leave, her heart felt light and full of expectation. The sun shone high in the sky, promising a perfect day. She was ready to savor every moment of this adventure, grateful to share it with the people she loved most.
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Leaving Mrs. Haruko’s house behind, Ari and her parents set out along Nara’s quiet streets in search of lunch.
The noon sun warmed the narrow lanes, and the air was thick with the tempting aromas that drifted from the many tiny eateries tucked between traditional buildings.
“I read that there are a few authentic places around here,” Ari said, consulting a pocket guide she had prepared before the trip. “We could try heading this way.”
“Sounds perfect,” her mother replied, admiring the paper lanterns that decorated shop entrances.
“You’re always so organized,” her father added with a smile. “I’m not sure what we’d do without you.”
After walking several stone-paved alleys, they stopped in front of a cozy little restaurant.
An emerald-green noren bearing white characters hung over the doorway, and two red lanterns swayed gently in the breeze.
“This looks promising,” her mother observed. “What do you think?”
“Let’s give it a try,” Ari said, her mouth already watering.
Inside they were greeted by a warm, homey atmosphere. Wooden walls were adorned with paintings of Nara’s landscapes, and the air was rich with the scent of broth and spices.
A young woman approached, smiling. Her black hair was gathered in a braid and she wore an apron over a crimson kimono.
“Welcome! Please, sit wherever you like,” she said in Japanese, gesturing to a table by the window.
“Thank you very much,” Ari replied, returning the smile as they sat.
Moments later a man emerged from the kitchen. His eyes were lively, and a chef’s cap sat at a jaunty angle.
“I’m Hiroshi, the cook. I hope you enjoy traditional dishes,” he said with enthusiasm.
“Nice to meet you,” Ari’s mother said in slightly hesitant Japanese.
Catching her hesitation, Ari hurried to translate. “My parents are very happy to be here. It’s our first time in Nara.”
“Oh, what an honor to have you in our restaurant!” the woman exclaimed.
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“I’m Sakura, and this is my husband Hiroshi. We inherited the place from my parents last year.”
“It’s lovely,” Ari said, taking in the décor.
“Thank you. We try to keep the family tradition alive,” Sakura replied proudly.
Menus arrived, and Ari happily translated the local specialties for her parents.
“I’d like something truly local,” her mother said, intrigued.
“Then I recommend kakinoha-zushi,” Ari suggested. “It’s sushi wrapped in persimmon leaves—Nara’s specialty.”
“That sounds delicious,” her mother said, excited.
“And what about me?” her father asked.
“Maybe the miwa somen. It’s a soup with very thin noodles—light but flavorful.”
“Perfect. I’ll have that,” he decided.
“I think I’ll take the narazuke,” Ari said. “They’re the local pickled vegetables.”
Hiroshi nodded, pleased. “Excellent choices! I’ll also bring you a small tasting of chagayu, a green-tea rice porridge, as a starter.”
While they waited, Ari struck up a conversation with Sakura and Hiroshi. “It’s wonderful that you carry on your parents’ tradition,” she said.
Sakura smiled. “It’s a commitment, but we love this place. I grew up here; the restaurant holds so many memories.”
“And you’re traveling as a family,” Hiroshi observed. “It’s lovely to see parents and children exploring together.”
Ari’s mother nodded, looking lovingly at her daughter. “We’re very lucky to have Ari as our guide. She’s the Japan expert in the family.”
“Oh, don’t exaggerate, Mom,” Ari murmured, blushing.
“But it’s true,” her father insisted. “I remember when you started studying Japanese as a little girl—it feels like yesterday.”
The conversation flowed easily, and soon the dishes arrived, beautifully presented.
Ari’s mother tasted the kakinoha-zushi and savored its delicate, fresh flavor. “It’s wonderful—I’ve never had anything like this.”
Her father enjoyed the miwa somen, praising the lightness of the broth and the perfect texture of the noodles.
“Truly exquisite.”
Ari relished the narazuke, comforted by the familiar tastes she loved.
Between bites, her parents kept talking.
“It’s incredible how at ease you are here,” her mother said. “You speak the language so naturally—we’re always amazed.”
“Yes, you look right at home,” her father added, smiling.
Ari lowered her gaze, a bit embarrassed yet happy at the compliments. “I really love being here with you.”
Her mother sighed softly, a hint of nostalgia in her eyes. “You know, it seems like yesterday we spent hours singing that song to get you to sleep.”
Her father nodded. “Right, and you insisted we sing it every night.”
Ari offered a weak smile. “Really?”
Her mother looked at her with fondness. “You remember it, don’t you?”
Ari hesitated. A wave of panic washed over her as she realized she couldn’t summon the melody. Her heart pounded.
“Of course—how could I forget?” she lied, trying to sound casual.
“It was your favorite,” her father said, taking another bite. “You never wanted to fall asleep without it.”
Ari nodded mechanically, a knot forming in her stomach. Inside, a whirl of emotions rose.
How can I not remember something so important? she thought.
Fear of losing a part of herself—of forgetting who she had been as a child—overwhelmed her.
For a moment she considered asking her parents what the song was, but rejected the idea at once. She didn’t want to hurt them; they were sure she treasured that memory as dearly as they did, and Ari feared they would be disappointed to learn otherwise.
Her mother went on, unaware of her daughter’s turmoil. “I wonder if we could still sing it all the way through,” she laughed. “It’s been so many years.”
“Maybe we could try one of these evenings,” her father suggested.
Ari forced a smile. “Yes, that could be fun.”
But inside, worry grew. I have to remember that song. I can’t have forgotten it.
The rest of lunch passed in light, carefree conversation, but Ari took part less and less, lost in thought. She managed polite smiles and replies when addressed, yet her mind kept circling back to the forgotten lullaby.
After warmly thanking Sakura and Hiroshi for their hospitality and the delicious meal, Ari and her parents stepped out into Nara’s lively streets again.
“So, ready to meet the famous Nara Park deer?” her father asked enthusiastically.
“I can’t wait to see them up close,” her mother added, taking Ari’s hand.
Ari tried to shake off her unease. “Yes, let’s go,” she said, attempting to sound eager.
As they walked, her parents absorbed the picturesque lanes, commenting on souvenir-shop windows and traditional architecture. Ari followed in silence, her thoughts fixed on the song.
What if I’m losing other important memories? she wondered. Does this mean I’m growing up and leaving parts of myself behind?
The sun shone high, the atmosphere was lively, yet Ari felt as though a cloud shadowed her spirit. She forced herself to focus on the present, to enjoy the stroll, but the fear of losing more precious memories kept tormenting her.
I have to find a way to remember that lullaby, she told herself. I can’t let it slip away.
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