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CHAPTER 1
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Ari sat thoughtfully on her bed in her room, a sanctuary devoted to her passion for Japan. Every detail, every object, was a tribute to the Land of the Rising Sun. Above the bed, a detailed map of the Japanese archipelago took pride of place, dotted with small, colorful pins marking the destinations she dreamed of visiting: from the bustling Shibuya crossing in Tokyo to the tranquil, temple-lined streets of Kyoto, brimming with Zen gardens.
The walls were festooned with posters showcasing breathtaking landscapes: Mount Fuji under the glow of sunset, the vibrant autumnal hues of the Kenroku-en gardens, and the serene streets of Takayama, nestled in the Japanese Alps. An overflowing bookshelf claimed an entire corner of the room, its shelves laden with manga arranged meticulously by series and author, a testament to the countless hours Ari had spent lost in those stories, experiencing adventures, tragedies, and comedies through the pages.
Beside the manga collection stood action figures of her favorite characters, the heroes and heroines of the anime she watched with religious fervor each evening after dinner, as if engaging in a sacred ritual.
A modest collection of CDs, the soundtracks to these stories, accompanied her during homework sessions, transporting her through the music to the streets of Tokyo or the battlefields of legendary samurai tales.
On the calendar, a date was encircled in a vivid red: the departure day for Japan. A dream nurtured over a long time was finally within reach. At just ten years old, Ari's knowledge of Japanese culture could rival that of many adults. Her dedication to learning the language was apparent, not just from the numerous textbooks in her room but also from the plethora of language learning apps that filled her tablet.
Ari had gone beyond memorizing common phrases and words. She had immersed herself in the intricacies of grammar, sentence structures, and the nuances of politeness levels so crucial in Japanese communication.
She was capable of engaging in everyday conversations and wasn't shy about voicing her opinions on more complex matters. Even writing wasn't alien to her; kana and kanji adorned the margins of her school notebooks, each character practiced with meticulous care and attention to detail.
This passion hadn't gone unnoticed by her family and friends, who often marveled at Ari's immersion in Japanese culture. Her school teachers were impressed by her linguistic skills and her understanding of customs and traditions, to the point where they had asked her to give short presentations in class.
Ari's room, with every detail, served as a haven, a place where she could dive into her ideal world, a space where she could be unapologetically herself. It was her personal slice of Japan, allowing her to live a part of her dream each day, eagerly awaiting the moment she could explore that distant land that already felt so close to her heart.
As Ari rose from the bed to meticulously pack the last few items in her suitcase, her heart fluttered with excitement. She had optimized every inch of space to include everything she had carefully selected for her journey: from clothes neatly folded according to a method she had learned from countless tutorials to Japanese phrasebooks she had annotated extensively, covering every potential conversational scenario she might encounter.
A dedicated section of her suitcase was reserved for gifts for Yumi and her grandmother, residents of the picturesque Shirakawa-go. Yumi, her pen pal, lived there with her grandmother in one of the traditional ‘gassho-zukuri’ houses. Ari had chosen each gift thoughtfully, aiming to convey not just her gratitude for their hospitality but also her profound appreciation for their culture. The gifts included local handicrafts from her city, traditional sweets she hoped would endure the journey, and small toys and books for Yumi's cousins, if she had any.
Despite the apparent order and readiness, Ari was engulfed by a whirlwind of anxiety. What if I forget something crucial? This thought haunted her, prompting her to mentally review her checklist yet again. Every item seemed vital, essential for the success of her journey. The charger, to stay connected and share every moment with her family; the umbrella, for the sudden downpours she had read were common in Japan; medications, for any contingency...
Her mind raced through various scenarios: What if I lose my passport? What if my Japanese isn't up to par? What if Yumi and I don't click in person, despite the beautiful friendship forged through letters?
It was in this moment of escalating anxiety that she heard a gentle knock at the door.
"Ari, Fumiko has arrived. You need to head to the airport" her mother announced with a softness that belied her understanding and affection.
Aware of the anxiety that often beset her daughter before major events, she offered a look of empathy. "This will be a wonderful trip, sweetheart. You've prepared so meticulously; there's no reason to worry."
Ari tried to internalize her mother's comforting words, yet a part of her remained on edge. Before stepping out of the room, she cast one final glance at her personal Japan.
Each poster, each figurine, each book seemed to whisper to her, reminding her of the security and comfort of the world she had curated for herself.
What if the real Japan isn't like the one I've dreamt of? she pondered, momentarily tempted to stay cocooned in the familiarity of her room rather than face the unknowns of a far-flung adventure.
Yet, the pull of living out the dream she had cherished for so long ultimately prevailed. Drawing a deep breath, Ari mustered her courage and, with her meticulously prepared suitcase in hand, stepped over the threshold of her room.
She left behind her small universe to dive into a larger one, filled with uncertainties but also brimming with endless possibilities.
In the living room, she found Fumiko waiting alongside her father. Fumiko, a colleague of her mother's and a Japanese cultural mediator, was returning to Japan to visit her family and had offered to accompany Ari on her flight, facilitating her visit to her pen pal.
Ari's father gazed at her with a mix of love and concealed concern, attempting to lighten the mood with humor that couldn't fully mask the moment's emotional weight.
"Make sure to come back to us, okay?" he said, his words laden with a gentle encouragement that hinted at deeper, unspoken feelings.
The farewell hug with her parents was a silent exchange of understanding and support. The warmth and encouragement they imparted were the most precious gifts Ari could receive at that moment. A blend of love, pride, and a tinge of sadness hung in the air, emotions Ari sought to memorize as if they could sustain her through moments of solitude or doubt on her journey.
"Enjoy yourself, my dear, and embark on lots of incredible experiences!" her mother urged, her eyes shimmering with emotion.
As the car pulled away towards the airport, Ari glanced back at her home, at her parents waving their goodbyes. The scene, blurred by the tears she fought to hold back, felt surreal, as if observed from a distance. She grappled with the weight of the goodbye but also felt the forward momentum of a new beginning, a chapter in her life waiting to be written.
In the car, Ari sat quietly, watching the world zip by the window. Fumiko attempted to comfort her with reassuring words.
"It'll be an amazing journey, Ari. Japan is eager to welcome you."
Yet, Ari couldn't shake the feeling that something might go awry.
Climbing the boarding stairs alongside Fumiko, the roar of the airplane engines and the bustling atmosphere heightened her anxiety.
With each step, she thought of her pen pal Yumi. They had shared so many letters, stories, and dreams. What if they found themselves at a loss for words in person? What if the language barrier proved insurmountable?
"Ari, are you okay?" Fumiko inquired, noting her apprehensive look. 
[image: ]


"Yes, I'm just thinking about meeting Yumi in person" Ari responded, striving to sound more upbeat than she felt.
"Don't worry. Yumi and her grandmother are thrilled to meet you. And you've put so much effort into your Japanese. Everything will be fine" Fumiko reassured her, offering an encouraging smile before they boarded.
Suddenly, Ari felt an overwhelming urge to run back to her parents for one last embrace.
She paused at the airplane's entrance, contemplating a retreat. Then, with a deep breath, she transformed her sadness into resolve, looking forward to Japan, to Yumi, and to all the adventures and discoveries that lay ahead.


CHAPTER 2
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The plane landed with a slight jolt, jarring Ari from her state of anxious reflection. As the aircraft slowed on the runway, her heart rate seemed to accelerate, perfectly in sync with the adrenaline coursing through her veins. She was finally in Japan, the country of her dreams, yet excitement was mixed with a nervous apprehension about what awaited her.
Fumiko, with her innate kindness, guided her through the airport's complexities, a labyrinth of signs, shops, and crowds of people. Ari followed, dragging her suitcase behind her, absorbing every detail: the kanji characters dancing on signs above her, the murmur of conversations in Japanese, the air slightly different, laden with promises and mysteries.
Ari and Fumiko boarded the Narita Express, the direct train that links the airport to the pulsating heart of Tokyo. As the train sped through the Japanese countryside towards the metropolis, Ari was glued to the window, watching with wide eyes as the landscape rapidly changed. From orderly and peaceful rice fields, the view transformed into a dense, vibrant urban sprawl.
Tokyo revealed itself in all its magnificent vastness, a mosaic of lights, colors, and life. Skyscrapers brushing the sky, neon signs flashing in kanji and katakana, people of all ages moving with purpose, each absorbed in their thoughts or conversations. Ari was captivated by the crowded streets flashing by, the small shops packed tightly next to each other, and the quiet parks that, surprisingly, found space among the urban intensity.
The train journey offered her a first true taste of Tokyo's duality, a city where ancient and modern coexist in a complex, fascinating harmony. Though the trip from the airport to the train station did not allow her to explore deeply, it was enough to ignite an even deeper curiosity for all she would discover in the days to come.
Arriving at the station, Ari anxiously scanned the crowd for Yumi and her grandmother Shizuka's faces. She had imagined this moment so many times, but now that she was here, the accelerated beat of her heart seemed the only distinct sound amid the station's chaos. Every minute of waiting stretched, turning into an eternity, and anxiety began to snake through her chest insistently. What if they didn't come? What if it was all a terrible misunderstanding? The idea that her dream vacation could turn into a nightmare struck her with devastating force, leaving her trembling at the thought of being alone in a foreign country.
Fumiko, by her side, seemed to sense Ari's growing turmoil and sought to offer comfort.
“Stations can be chaotic places, and delays are sometimes inevitable” she said with a calm voice that tried to instill tranquility. “I'm sure Yumi and her grandmother will be here any moment now.”
Just when Ari's anxiety was reaching its peak, two figures emerged from the crowd, almost like a vision. Yumi, with her unmistakable warm smile, and grandmother Shizuka, whose presence exuded a sense of benevolent authority. As soon as Ari saw Yumi and her grandmother, a surge of relief mixed with happiness washed over her. However, as the initial wave of anxiety subsided, a new sense of shyness delicately crept into her soul. She was thrilled to finally be face-to-face with Yumi and her grandmother, but at the same time, a veil of uncertainty enveloped her. She feared making a mistake, saying or doing something that might seem inappropriate, not living up to expectations, or worse, not being able to establish the deep connection she had imagined with her pen pal. Despite the reassuring words of welcome and affectionate smiles, Ari couldn't help but feel slightly uneasy, as if she were under scrutiny. The connection she had built with Yumi through their letters, rich in intimacy and mutual understanding, now seemed, in real presence, accompanied by a subtle tension. Ari ardently wished that the same rapport would translate outside the written pages, turning into an equally profound and meaningful relationship in real life.
When it came time to say goodbye to Fumiko, Ari felt a mix of gratitude and melancholy.
“Thank you so much for everything, Fumiko-san. Your company made this journey less daunting” she said, warmly shaking her hand. Fumiko, with a smile that revealed pride and affection, reminded her that they would meet again at the end of Ari's stay, to make the return journey together.
“It will be a pleasure to meet you again and hear all about your adventures, Ari. Until then, enjoy every moment of your stay here.”
With one last exchange of smiles and farewells, Fumiko walked away, leaving Ari in the company of Yumi and her grandmother, ready to embark on their journey to Shirakawa-go.
As the high-speed train whisked them away from Tokyo's metropolis, Ari found herself immersed in a completely new world. Beside her, Yumi watched amusedly at her astonishment. The landscape outside the window transformed rapidly: skyscrapers and neon signs gave way to serene, majestic nature. Rice fields, like tiles of a vast green mosaic, stretched to the horizon, interspersed with small villages that seemed to belong to another era.
“Look, Ari-chan!” exclaimed Yumi, pointing towards a mountain range in the distance. Ari leaned forward to see better, her eyes sparkling with wonder. “Those are the Japanese Alps” Yumi explained, with a hint of pride in her voice. The profile of the mountains, imposing and tranquil, framed the sky with a majesty Ari had only seen in books.
The journey continued in a mix of hesitant conversations and contemplative silences. Every so often, a shy smile or a shared glance broke the ice between the two girls, slowly building a bridge over the language barrier.
Yumi, with gestures and words, sought to convey to Ari the history and hidden secrets behind the swiftly passing landscape outside the window.
When the train reached Toyama station, the chapter of the train journey closed, making way for the next stage: the bus ride to Shirakawa-go. The transition to a new mode of transportation brought with it a change of scenery.
The bus wound its way through valleys and along rivers, offering Ari even more intimate views of the Japanese countryside. The expanses of rice fields were now within reach, as were the small family gardens that dotted the landscape.
In that stretch of the journey, Ari and Yumi found themselves closer, both physically and emotionally.
Ari's initial shyness in speaking Japanese clashed with her eagerness to express herself, to ask questions, to share her joy and astonishment at everything she saw. 
Yumi, patient and encouraging, helped Ari find the right words, laughing together when a wrong expression led to amusing misunderstandings.
“It's so beautiful here” Ari said, searching for the words in her mental vocabulary. “Beautiful, isn't it?” Yumi nodded enthusiastically. “And wait until you see Shirakawa-go!”
When the bus finally wound its way through the last curves before Shirakawa-go, the sun began to tint with crimson hues, heralding the arrival of sunset. 
The village unfolded before their eyes in a golden light that seemed to wrap everything in a magical aura.
Ari was breathless, completely captivated by the beauty unfolding before her. Shirakawa-go, under the veil of sunset, appeared like a scene from an ancient tale, with its traditional houses, called 'gassho-zukuri', emerging from the landscape as monuments of a forgotten time. 
The steeply pitched roofs of the houses, majestic and imposing, shone under the slanted rays of the sun, casting long, soft shadows that danced on the ground.
The river, gracefully meandering through the village, captured the reflections of the sky tinged with ever warmer shades, creating a play of lights and colors that left Ari ecstatic. It was as if every element of the landscape had decided to welcome her in the most spectacular way possible.
All around, nature expressed itself in a symphony of colors: the intense greens of the fields and trees blended with the reds, oranges, and yellows of the sunset sky, creating a palette that would inspire any painter. 
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Ari felt as if she were living inside a dream, one so vivid and detailed that it would leave an indelible mark on her heart. For a moment, time seemed to stop, and Ari could absorb every detail, every nuance of that natural spectacle.
Between the lush, verdant rice fields basking in the summer warmth, extending like a living carpet around the village, the ‘gassho-zukuri’ houses with their steeply sloping roofs emerged as testimonies of ancestral wisdom and perfect harmony with the surrounding environment. These unique structures, designed to withstand the harsh Japanese winters, featured roofs so steep as to prevent snow accumulation, thus ensuring their durability over time.
Every corner, every beam of these homes told centuries-old stories, narrating generations that had adeptly adapted their way of life to the challenges posed by the surrounding nature. The wooden walls supporting the roofs were imbued with the stories of lives lived in deep connection with the cycle of the seasons, preserving a heritage of knowledge and traditions that were passed down from generation to generation and continued to define the very essence of Shirakawa-go. And Ari, in that moment, felt part of that millennia-old story, as if she too were a small chapter in a much larger and fascinating tale, a narrative intertwined with the landscape and traditions of that enchanted place.
They headed towards the house where Yumi and grandmother Shizuka lived, venturing into the warm embrace of a forest of majestic cedars and birches, whose leaves whispered ancient stories on the breath of the wind. At one point, the group stopped in front of a small Shinto shrine, almost completely hidden by the lush vegetation that seemed eager to claim that piece of sacred land.
The branches of the trees intertwined above them, forming a natural arch that concealed the entrance to an ancient path, barely visible among the foliage. A couple of vermilion torii, the traditional Shinto portals, emerged as silent guardians, their simple but imposing structures marking the boundary between the profane world and the sacred space of the shrine.
Around the perimeter, a series of seated fox statues, carved with mastery, offered their silent welcome.
These messengers were placed there as guardians of the site, their penetrating gazes seeming to scrutinize the soul of those who dared approach, offering protection and, perhaps, also an invisible guidance. Ari, as she observed one of these statues with reverence and curiosity, was joined by the voice of grandmother Shizuka, who began to tell the story of the shrine.
"This place is as old as the village itself" said grandmother Shizuka with a respectful tone, her words imbued with deep and mysterious knowledge.
"The foxes, or Kitsune, are sacred creatures to Inari, the deity of rice and fertility. These statues are not just symbols; they are manifestations of the Kitsune spirit, sentinels watching over our village and its inhabitants."
With her calm and reassuring voice, grandmother Shizuka revealed that the temple hidden among the vegetation was dedicated precisely to these spiritual entities, serving as a meeting point between the spirits of nature and the people of Shirakawa-go. 
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The depth of her explanation and the way her hands gently brushed the fox statues, suggested a personal and sacred connection with that place.
"Kitsune are enigmatic creatures" she continued, drawing Ari's attention to one of the statues that seemed to gaze at her particularly. "It is believed they have the power to bring prosperity and protection, but above all, they are guardians of knowledge and secrets. This path you see here, hidden by the vegetation, has been walked by generations. It leads to forgotten places, rich in history and magic, marking the boundary between our world and the spiritual realm of the Kitsune."
Drawn by a call that seemed to come from the very depths of the earth, Ari stared at the hidden path, her eyes following its sinuous lines that delved into the heart of the forest.
For a moment, reality crystallized, and Ari imagined herself walking along that path, her steps light as if guided by an invisible force. Someone was drawing her towards them, the silent call of ancient and pure magic.
Then, almost awakened from a dream, Ari turned, and her gaze fell on an open space between the trees.
Curious, she approached to observe better, and beyond an emerald green carpet of swaying rice paddies in the evening breeze, she saw in the distance a large house with a sloping roof, similar to those of the gassho-zukuri houses they had admired earlier, which seemed to have carved out a cozy space among the lush surrounding vegetation. 
"Look, that's our house" said Yumi, pointing excitedly. "We need to follow this road that skirts the rice paddies to get there." 
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