                                                       CHAPTER 1                         

“Yes!” Whitney raised her fist high into the air. The Internet advertisement for teachers at the ABC English School in Nagoya, Japan offered everything that she was looking for. She had a brand new teaching certificate in hand, and couldn’t wait for a chance to use it. The advertised positions promised to be her passport to travel, adventure and excitement and also the fulfillment of a dream. How lucky that she had taken English as a Second Language as an additional teaching qualification. Now she could teach English anywhere in the world. 

Whitney first became fascinated by Japan when she studied it in high school, and her interest had never diminished. She promised herself that she would jump at the first opportunity to see Japan first hand.  Now that opportunity stared her in the face.  It offered a one-year teaching contract, subsidized accommodations, four weeks paid vacation and a bicycle for getting around town.

 She would also have the opportunity to put the imbroglio with Clarke Justice behind her. Whitney still smarted from the whole affair. The associate teacher had had taken a fancy to Whitney, during her practice teaching assignment at his school.  He’d made a pass at her after hours when she’d gone to consult with him about her next day’s classes. When she turned him down, he gave her a poor grade on her practice teaching report. The Ontario College of Teachers had an investigation going on the whole mess.  Whitney couldn’t get far enough away from Toronto, even though she would miss her family and friends.

 She brushed a crinkle of silver-blonde hair from her eyes, and submitted her online application to Suzuki Tama, the director of ABC. Whitney could not contain her excitement, wondering how long it would be until ABC responded to her application.  

What a surprise when Suzuki Tama telephoned that very night, offering a teaching contract and asking how soon Whitney would be able to arrive. 

Whitney stammered out an acceptance, and promised to come as soon as she could get her papers in order and book a flight.

The rest of the week passed in a blur as Whitney packed, got her working visa, updated her vaccinations and booked the flight.

“I’ll miss you all,” she said, wiping tears from her eyes as she hugged her mother, stepfather and baby stepbrother. She would miss her father too, but she hadn’t seen much of him since her parents divorced, after which he had returned to Denmark, his birthplace. Sure, he and she visited back and forth, but it was only once a year, which didn’t make for easy intimacy. Whitney got along well with her stepfather Rob, but that was a different relationship than the one she wished she had with her father.  

She felt guilty about leaving her family behind; her brother, Christopher in particular. How would he manage to get through the school year without her help? Mom would help him, but she didn’t have Whitney’s teaching expertise.  Chris, in turn, idolized his big sister. Although she would miss her family, this was the opportunity of a lifetime and Whitney was not willing to miss out on it. 

Whitney fidgeted in her seat. She had known that the flight would be long, but she hadn’t figured on how cramped she would feel. She wiggled her toes and put away her headset, then pulled out a sheaf of teaching notes to study.

She closed her eyes and smiled, thinking of the adventures that lay ahead of her. Then she shed a tear or two, thinking of all that she had left behind: her family, friends and life. 

The airplane began to descend, and Whitney hurried to the washroom to freshen up before landing. She had only been able to sleep for a few hours during the long night, and felt exhausted but exhilarated. She reached up to retrieve her carry-on bag, and waited her turn to leave the airplane. Whitney thanked the flight crew, and walked down the ramp into the Osaka terminal, then stood in front of the carrousel, waiting for her luggage to appear. It seemed like an interminable time that she watched the bags of other people swirl by, but finally the familiar purple came within reach, and she grasped the handles of each bag in turn, deftly landing them at her side.

“Excuse me please, are you Whitney Pedersen?” 

Whitney turned to face a tiny, raven-haired Japanese woman, wearing a badge that said ABC English School. The woman bowed, and Whitney followed her lead. A look of animosity shot across the other woman’s face and Whitney wondered what she had done to earn it.

 “My name is Suzuki Tama,” the woman continued. “I am the director of ABC English School.” 

Whitney strained to understand her new boss’s accent, and made a mental note to gain a working knowledge of Japanese as soon as possible. For now, she felt pressured to make polite conversation. What could she say? Think fast, Whitney. Weather, that’s always safe. Ask her a question about the weather.
”What you say?” Tama frowned slightly as she looked at Whitney.

“Is the weather always this humid?”  Whitney repeated.  Why did she even bother to make conversation?  Tama obviously had no interest in talking to her, keeping her eyes fixed on the freeway as she wheeled the automobile through the heavy traffic. 

Tama put her hand in front of her face and fanned it a few times. “Not usually hot in April. Not usually rain now. Rain in summer.” She pursed her lips and continued to drive in silence.

Why did I have to ask a question like that? Why didn’t I research the climate myself, before I left?  There’s so much I have to learn, Whitney thought. She wore a sundress, but still felt hot.  She wiped her brow and glanced towards the sky. Thunderclouds overlay it, and Whitney hoped the rain would start soon, to cool things off.

“There ABC,” Tama said,” and pointed towards a wooden building with a curved roof. 

“Oh.” Whitney drew in her breathe at the sight of pink and white cherry blossoms. They partly obscured the building, and cherry trees, in full bloom, grew everywhere. Two more similar buildings stood on the other side of the green. A fountain and small pond covered in lily pads sat in the middle of the lawn.

 Tama turned the car into the driveway, and pulled up in front of one of the smaller buildings. “This one for you,” she said

Whitney unfolded herself from the seat of Tama’s car and stepped out onto the pavement, into an outburst of cherry blossoms.  A few stray petals floated down, and landed on Whitney’s hair. 

Tama opened the trunk of the car, and Whitney hurried to collect her purple bags. “You like me assist you?” Tama asked, standing stiffly beside the open trunk of the car.

“Thanks,” Whitney smiling at her boss. The situation between them was starting to look brighter. Maybe Tama would warm up to her. Whitney hoisted a couple of bags out of the trunk, and handed one to Tama.

The Japanese woman jerked it over her shoulder, then reached into the trunk and began to pull luggage out, then bumping it up the stairs to the second floor of the apartment building. 

What did I do now? Whitney wondered.

“This your danchi.”  Tama stopped in front of a door with the number four painted on it.

Whitney started, for she knew the Japanese considered the number four to be unlucky.

 “This is for you.”  Her boss handed Whitney a printed invitation. 

Whitney looked down. It invited her to a reception for new teachers that evening, to be held in the school library. Whitney once again followed Tama in a bow and said goodbye, wondering why the other woman seemed to dislike her. You’re being oversensitive. You know nothing about Tama, or how Japanese people think. The way she acted was probably normal for her, and nothing against me.

Whitney’s danchi was really more a large room than an apartment, with folding screens to mark off the various areas. A straw mat covered the floor in one area, which Whitney assumed from her readings on Japan, was the dining area. The tiny kitchen area held a refrigerator, stove and oven.  A screen closed off another area, which contained a television set and chairs.

“ Hi there, how’s it going?” a voice drawled, and Whitney saw a tall, auburn-haired young man standing in the doorway. “I’m Glen,” he said.  “I see you got on the bad side of our boss already.”

“What? Why?  I don’t know what you mean.”

“ Oh, don’t worry, you’ll learn. The Japanese are very polite, as I ‘m sure you already know.  They believe it’s proper to refuse offers of help.  They also believe it’s proper to keep offering to help, even when the other one turns it down.  The custom is to offer help three times, and the third offer might be accepted.”   

“Perfect. Did I ever goof. Oh, I almost forgot. I’m Whitney.”

”Pleased to make your acquaintance,” Glen said, bowing to her. “This is a Japanese greeting. The thing to remember is, the person with the lower social status bows lower. The Japanese are conscious of social status.” 

“Oh, no. I don’t think I’m going to like that, “Whitney said, shaking her head. She opened a window and breathed in the scented air. The overhanging cherry tree reached almost right into the window. “I don’t know how I’m ever going to learn the ways of this strange but beautiful country.”

“Don’t worry about it. The Japanese are used to foreigners. It is just Suzuki that you have to worry about. I’m in the apartment across the hall. Call me if you need any help. I got in yesterday and slept. You’ll probably want to do the same. Maybe we can walk to the reception together.”

“Okay,” Whitney replied, with a yawn.  She did feel tired from the long journey. She pulled her futon out and lay down to sleep.                                                          

Whitney woke up several hours later, and looked out the window at a darkened sky. She only had a few minutes to get ready for the reception. She washed her face, then ran a comb through her crinkly hair and changed into a turquoise dress. She knocked on Glen’s door, but there was no answer, so she assumed he had already left. She walked across the school ground, and it was then the thunderclouds gave way. Whitney hurried toward the school, caught by the sudden downpour. She had forgotten her umbrella. Raindrops slid down her nose, off her eyelashes, and turned her hair to a mass of wet curls. She shivered, and wondered if she had time to turn back and get changed into dry clothes.

Ando Kano walked briskly across the lawn towards ABC, with a large, black umbrella unfurled above him. He had left his surgical practice early tonight; in order to attend a get- acquainted session at his son’s school. He rarely arrived home before eight o’clock in the evening. He had a complicated case on his hands right now, a diabetic who needed a quadruple bypass operation. Kano knew it was risky, because of the man’s diabetes, but felt it was the only way he could save the man’s life. Without the operation, yet another heart attack was inevitable. And the next one, Kano gauged, would likely be fatal.

Kano had made a promise to himself that he would always be there for his son, in a way that his own father had not. The elder Mr. Ando had provided amply for Kano and his sister, Haikido, but sacrificed family time in order to do so. The man had been almost a shadow creature in Kano’s life. It was his mother, Eriko, who had almost single-handedly raised his sister and himself. Then, when his father passed away, Kano had taken his mother in to live with him. It was customary in Japan for the daughters to be the caretakers, but Haikido was a freedom-loving woman who had moved to Tokyo while Kano still lived at home. Kano did not mind sharing his home with his mother. He was a dutiful son, and his surgical practice kept him away from the house for long hours. Luckily, Eriko could take care of Rinji after school. 

Kano remembered the scene she made when he had announced his engagement to Marina, who lacked pure Japanese bloodlines. “You are disgracing the whole Ando name,” his mother had said, but fell short of forbidding the union. Kano didn’t know if he would have gone so far as to risk denouncement from her in order to marry the woman he loved. It was a hellish time, with the two women under the same roof, until Rinji was born. Then his mother softened towards Marina. Kano felt grateful to her for that. 

Now that his official mourning period was over, his mother wanted him to get married again, this time to a purely Japanese woman. She had chosen Suzuki Tama as the woman she wished to succeed Marina. 

“Yes, mother, I agree that Tama is pretty,” he had told her. “I like her, but I do not feel attracted to her.” No woman could ever replace Marina. He knew that he should not compare the two women, but Tama’s sharp ways made her as unlike Marina as a wasp would be to a ladybug.  He could not consider marriage to anybody, yet. “It has only been one year, mother. That is too soon, for me.”

“One year is long enough. What does attraction have to do with it?  Eriko had asked. “You should get married so Rinji can have a mother again.”

“I guess it would take the burden of child-care off of you, mother,” he had replied.

  “It is not that. Rinji is no burden. But it is not right for a child to go without a mother.”

Kano wished to please his mother by at least being attentive to Tama. He glanced now towards the window of an adjacent building, wondering if the principal had already gone over to the school.  He really should knock at her door and offer to walk with her. If he did not, his mother would be annoyed.

It was then that he heard the sound of squishing footsteps, coming from the direction of the danchi buildings across the way.  He turned to see whom it night be, and was confronted with a vision of wet loveliness, a mythical mermaid in the mist. The young woman hurried towards him, her fair head bent to the rain, oblivious to his presence. She had a slender but shapely figure, and her wet dress clung to her body, showing all her curves. Kano guessed that she was the elder sister of one of the ABC students.  Kano, mindful of the health of others, hurried over to the drenched girl with his umbrella.

  “May I offer you a space?” a man asked, and an umbrella appeared over Whitney’s head. She turned and looked up at a dark- haired man, with a smile so white it was only matched by that of his shirt. “Thanks,” she said.

“My name is Ando Kano. My first name is Kano and last name is Ando. I don’t know if you have heard this already, but in Japan we mention the last name first, which is just one of our ways which are opposite to those of the west. I have a son who will be in the first grade.”

“I’m Whitney Pedersen, and it just happens that I am going to be teaching first grade. Thank you for telling me about the reversal of the order in which surnames are mentioned. It clears up some confusion for me.” 

She began to bow but Kano took her hand instead. “Pleased to meet you,” she said.

He had what Whitney’s mother would have described as “good hands,” strong, long, slender fingers with well-manicured nails.  Kano had a pleasant voice and impeccable English, with only a slight accent.   They walked in silence, and Whitney savoured the sweet musk of his scent, and listened to the rain bounce off the silk of the umbrella. It dribbled off the sides all around them, and it felt safe and intimate and right to be there.

“My son, Rinji has been having difficulties, since his mother died last year. I am concerned about how he will adjust to school,” Kano said.

“Poor little guy. Don’t worry, I’ll take extra care with him,” Whitney said. Poor man.   How sad for him to lose his wife. She couldn’t tell how old he was, but he was certainly much older than she. Whitney felt a surge of attraction but pushed it away. What could she possibly have in common with someone who belonged to a different generation than she did?  

Kano nodded. “I have spoken to Tama of this. She has given me her word that Rinji will receive all the extra help he needs. She said she would see to it personally.”

Whitney flushed. The man had sheer, unmitigated gall to go over her head like that, before she’d even had a chance to meet Rinji. How could he have taken the matter to Tama, of all people?  It seemed to take forever to arrive at the school library doors, but finally they were there. Whew. She couldn’t get away from this arrogant man soon enough.  

“Kano San, there you are. I have been looking all over for you. Why you so late?” Tama asked. She shot a dark look at Whitney then raised the palm of one hand and wiggled her fingers up and down, indicating, in the Japanese way, that Kano should go with her.

 Kano followed her into the crowd of parents.

Well, that solves my problem, Whitney thought. Tama clearly wanted Whitney to steer clear of Ando Kano.  She’s welcome to him. The two of them deserve each other. One of them is arrogant, and the other rude. They’re like a pair of matching spoons, or a noxious yin and yang. 

She looked around the room for Glen, and spotted him over in the corner with a group of other teachers, quaffing sake. He motioned for Whitney to join them, and she did.

Glen draped a friendly arm around her shoulder. “Hey guys, this is my new buddy, Whitney.  And Whitney, say hi to Sarah.” he said. 

“Hi.” Whitney said. It’s good to meet you. I detect an accent. Is it English?”

“I’m from London, England,” Sarah said. How about you, Whitney?”

“Toronto, Canada,” Whitney replied. “I was born Denmark, but I don’t remember it,” she continued.  “My family immigrated to Canada when I was two years old.”

 “And ah’m a Texan,” Glen said.  Ah’m from Austin, Texas to be exact.”

“As if we couldn’t guess.” Whitney giggled.

“Watch out for the principal, Suzuki Tama,” Sarah whispered. “I don’t trust her.”

“Why not? How did she get to be principal of ABC? I didn’t think Japanese women did that kind of thing.”

“Answer to first question – just a feeling. Second one - she inherited it from her parents. Besides, there are some women professionals now. Times are changing here as much as elsewhere, maybe even more,” Sarah answered.

“Well, I have to admire her for making it work for her, anyway.”

“Save your admiration. You don’t know her, yet. Oh. They want us to meet the parents, now.”  Sarah tugged at Whitney’s sleeve.

Tama motioned them to the front of the room, where the parents of their students congregated.

Whitney smoothed her dress down with her hands. The unseasonably warm, evening breeze coming in the library windows had dried it off. 

A long interlude of introductions and bows took place, as Whitney and the other teachers met the parents of their new students.

Tama bowed low to an elderly woman who had just entered the library, then announced her as Eriko, Kano’s mother, and benefactress of the ABC English School. Tama then dismissed the teachers with a wave, and spoke in Japanese to Eriko and Kano. 

Whitney felt a stab of envy and looked away.

“Don’t even think about Kano,” Sarah whispered. “Suzuki Tama has absolute dibs on him. Believe me, that woman would kill if you got in her way.”

“Yeah, well he’s too old, anyway, so she doesn’t have to worry about me,” Whitney said.   She wasn’t about to spend another moment thinking about Ando Kano.

She walked across the green with Sarah and the other teachers to their new residences, and new life.

“I know I told you how difficult Tama is. But they call the old woman the dragon lady,” Sarah said. “She makes Tama look like a lamb, in comparison.”

“Well, I’ll reserve judgment on them both until I get to know them better.”  Whitney said, yawning. “I’ll talk to you later, Sarah. I have to go to bed.” She climbed the stairs to her apartment and unlocked the door. 

Whitney pulled out her futon.  I’ll have as little contact as possible with Ando Kano. I don’t need any more complications in my life. As if I didn’t already get screwed around enough by that Justice gremlin last year, she thought.   

                                               CHAPTER 2

Whitney set her alarm for dawn the next morning. She had plans to get to her classroom early for the next few days to put it in order then she’d bicycle her way around Nagoya, finding the closest grocery, laundry facility and movie theatre. She felt exhausted, but charged with excitement.  To her surprise, she woke to the sound of the alarm and light skies. She had prepared for a night of sleepless tossing and turning, but she had slept right through the alarm. It’s not so surprising, after all. I caught a big enough dose of jet lag on that flight to make me sleep for the next week, she thought.

  She grabbed a handful of dried fruit and nuts from a gift basket on the counter, courtesy of ABC school. Then she headed over to the school. Oh no, that’s the last thing I need, she thought, as she caught sight of Ando Kano standing outside the school doors. She wished she could stop the little shiver that ran up and down her spine, which his smile gave her.

“I came to help you,” he said, following her into her classroom.

“No, thank you. It’s okay. I can manage quite well. I’ll be done in no time.”  She remembered what Glen told her about refusing offers of help. She hoped Kano would accept her refusal and leave, rather than try again. She didn’t need the burden of trying to find him something to do.

“No, really, I insist,” Kano said, practically wrestling a large box out of her arms.” We will work, and talk of Rinji at the same time.”

There was no way Whitney could refuse his help, without appearing rude or uncaring towards the man’s son. 

For the next several hours they worked side-by-side, unpacking boxes full of books and other supplies, and stacking them on shelves. Kano had an instinct for putting things in the right places, but always checked with her before setting them down. It was her classroom, after all. 

Whitney’s heart melted as Kano talked about his son.

“When Rinji’s mother died, his heart tore apart. He quit eating for quite some time. I worried about his health. Fortunately, my mother took over and insisted that he eat.”

 “It’s not a good idea to get into power struggles with young children, especially when it comes to food,” she said. 

“Power struggle? Nobody has a power struggle with my mother. There is no contest. She always wins.” 

Hmm.  I don’t like the sound of that, Whitney thought. 

“Rinji regained his appetite, but the effects of his mother’s death have not worn off yet. He is afraid of being alone, and is reluctant to play with other children.”

“I’ll do whatever I can. I promise that,” Whitney said, her voice catching in her throat.  She reached out and lightly touched Kano’s arm, then drew back, afraid of the tingles that ran down her arm and the strange sensation in her stomach, and also afraid she had offended the man.

Kano only smiled his white smile and moved a little closer to her. She could smell his manly scent again. He looked at her with almond- shaped, black eyes and said, “Yes, yes. Tama has given me her assurances of that.”

Whitney moved away from him. What was the matter with the man? Why couldn’t he trust her? Why did he keep mentioning her boss? Was he warning her diplomatically, not to get her hopes up or become attached to him, because he was already taken? Yes, that was it. Well, there were no worries there. Who needed it?  She had come here to build her career, and for some adventure and discovery. She also hoped to heal her wounds, in the process. What made Ando think she’d want to go out with him, anyway? How vain of him to think that she would.

 She turned her back and began to stick felt letters and numbers along the edges of the blackboard, along with their English names. Then she printed bilingual labels for the blackboard, door and other classroom objects

 “Yes,” he said. I’m sure Ms. Suzuki will be in contact with me over the matter.”

 At that moment, the classroom door opened, and the ABC director appeared. She turned her head away from Whitney.

It looks like I might need the return portion of that ticket, a lot sooner than I expected.  How did I manage to get myself into such a mess before the first day of school? Whitney wondered.

“‘Oh, there you are, Kano San,” the older woman chirped. “What are you doing here?” She gestured for Kano to go with her. “Come with me, please. I have some papers for you to fill out.” 

Kano stiffened  “I will fill them out later, “ he said. “Right now, I am talking with Rinji Ken’s teacher.”

Tama narrowed her eyes as she looked at Whitney. “Yes. Whitney, I will tell you exactly what you are to do with Rinji. You will follow my instructions on how to handle him.”

The spark went out of Whitney’s eyes. She had never imagined that the job would shape up to be anything like this. What happened to creative license and professional autonomy? What a perfect beginning to my first job, she thought.

Kano held up one hand. “That will not be necessary. I am confident that Whitney is capable of taking care of him. She knows what to do.”

Whitney felt a surge of relief.  There really is a God after all.

“I’ll be with you in a little while,” Kano said, smiling at Tama.

Whitney expected war but to her surprise, the other woman turned on her heel and walked out of the room, leaving them as she had found them.

“There, that just about does it,” Whitney said later, amazed that they had put her classroom in order so quickly. She put a copy of the Japanese curriculum guidelines into her shoulder bag, and made plans to go over them that night.

“Thank you for all your help, Kano” she said.

Kano bowed and then took her hand. “You are welcome, Whitney.”

Whitney averted her eyes, afraid of offending him, but felt his own gaze upon her.

“You will have tea with me one day soon?” he asked.

“That would be wonderful.  Yes, thank you.”   

Whitney cycled through the streets, taking in the sights and scents of the exotic city, looking for a grocery and trying not to think of Kano. It had been two days since he made the offer of tea, and school started tomorrow. She didn’t suppose she’d have any time for tea, then. ABC school hours were from eight-thirty in the morning until three in the afternoon, with only short breaks for recess and lunch. After school, teachers were obliged to preside over extra-curricular activities. Whitney had already signed up to coach the drama club, and it had rehearsals twice a week. I should have known better than to believe what Ando Kano says. He’s a real smooth talker, but he doesn’t deliver. Well, at least I know now that he’s bad news, she thought. 

She parked her bicycle against the front of a grocery store, and put Kano out of her thoughts, forever. She loaded up with as many groceries as she could get into her bicycle bags, and cycled home.

Whitney unloaded the food supplies; Japanese pears, rice, chestnuts, vegetables, crackers, whole-wheat noodles, prawns and green tea. She would make her own tea. She didn’t need Ando Kano to teach her about Japanese culture. She looked over the brochure on jujutsu that she had picked up from a self-defense centre. She had meant to sign up for classes in Toronto, before she got the job at ABC. Now she had the chance to learn this discipline at the source.

  Whitney arrived early at school, to be grilled thoroughly by Suzuki Tama on ABC rules. She was also given instructions on how to handle Rinji Ando. “You are to call me with any problem with him. I will deal with it, you understand?”

“But, Dr. Ando said…”

“You never mind that. I am the director of this school. He is parent. I spoke to Eriko. She agree I the best one to handle Rinji Ken.”

Whitney’s shoulders slumped.  Tama had called her trump card.  The old matriarch reigned supreme. Glen had told Whitney that Eriko never ran out of occasions to bring the two together: birthdays, business lunches and fundraisers for the school. She had also practically forced Kano into an engagement with Tama but he refused, much to Eriko’s wrath.

 The bell rang, and Whitney went outside to greet her new students.  Ando Kano stood there, holding the hand of a small boy in the red and black ABC school uniform, and chatting to a gaggle of mothers who were waiting with their own children. 

Whitney’s knees dissolved at the sight of him.

Kano motioned for her to join him and she did. 

“You will have tea with me soon. Please?” he asked in a low voice.

“Of course, Whitney answered, flushing as she remembered her recent, unkind thoughts of him.  Warmth seemed to exude from his body. She could feel it, even though they stood a few feet apart.  What an effect the man had on her. She would have to be careful not to lose her head over him. Am I ever scattered. One minute I’m telling myself he’s a rat, and the next I’m almost falling all over him, she thought.
She knelt down so she could look at Rinji eye to eye. 

“Sensei, meet Rinji Ken,” Kano said. 

The little boy bowed low to Whitney. “Hello, Sensei.”

Whitney ached to hug the small boy, but she knew Japanese custom frowned on this. She stood up instead and gave a little bow in return. 

“Hello, Rinji Ken,” she said. 

She moved on to the next student, a little girl called Jai.

After Whitney had met all the children and reassured the mothers, she motioned for the diminutive students to line up behind her and pretend they were part of a train. 

“Choo choo” they echoed her as they followed her into the school.

Whitney pinned nametags onto the identical white shirts of her new students, and vowed to memorize their names as soon as possible. Maybe some of them would decide to take on English nicknames, as many ESL students did.

The day flew by, and before Whitney knew it, she was helping her students fold notes and art work into their school bags and get into their outside shoes, before the parents and babysitters arrived to take them home.

Ando Eriko was the first to arrive. 

Shit. Why couldn’t it have been Kano? Whitney wondered. Of course, he couldn’t come to pick up Rinji. He’s likely still at the clinic or in surgery.  She smiled politely, and bowed to Eriko. 

Eriko took Rinji by the hand. “Where is Tama?” she asked. 

“In her office,” Whitney replied. She said goodbye to a group of students, clustered around an employee of a nearby day care center, who would escort them there.

Finally, all the students had left. Whitney was exhausted from the emotional stress she had encountered, and longed for her futon but stayed to clean up, and prepare for the next day’s lessons.  

Something stirred deep inside her. A leaf opened, a flower showed its face. Whitney put her hand on her stomach, and felt it there. She had never felt this way before, ever. She didn’t know what to make of it, other than acknowledge it as a feeling that took hold of her, every time she thought of Kano. 

Something about him moved her.  He made Whitney feel safe and he made her feel nervous, at the same time. She had never felt anything like this with the boys her age she had dated. Oh, what am I thinking of? I don’t need any excess baggage right now. She needed to direct all her energies into her new, demanding job. She would not waste her time wondering if Ando Kano would make good his promise of taking her to tea.

Eriko brought Rinji to school the next day and the day after that, handing him over to Whitney with the barest nod.

 What did I do wrong, now? Whitney wondered.  She’d seen nothing of Kano since his offer. He’d probably forgotten about it. Never mind that. I came here to teach the students, not to fall in love with older, Japanese men. Whitney’s dedication to her career made her want to make this first year of teaching count. 

She could not however, ignore the fact that Rinji needed her help. She might have to speak to his father about it.  The little boy fairly clung to her all day long, and hadn’t begun to make bonds with any of the other children. They’d tried to include him in their play, but he shied away. Before long, Whitney knew, the other children would quit asking, and Rinji would be left out. She knew that young children value socialization above all else at school, and bit her nails thinking of Rinji’s avoidance of the other children. All the other children but Rinji had formed friendships. She’d had to deal before with children who were loners, but never to this extent. Oh, it’s just shyness, she thought. He’d warm up to the other students by the end of the week.

Rinji arrived at school, towed by his grandmother. The old woman wore her usual sour expression. 

“Hello, Rinji.” Whitney put on a bright face and took Rinji’s hand. “Come on over here to the sand-box, with Jai and Tan.”

 Rinji pulled away, and shook his head of black hair. The other children looked at him with curious eyes then went about their play.

Eriko stuck her nose even higher in the air and left the room. Whitney saw her turn towards the principal’s office. No doubt, Whitney would be hearing from Tama, soon.   

Sure enough, Tama called Whitney into her office at the end of the day. “You didn’t listen to me.  I said, you ask me what to do with Rinji. You do not make him do things he not want,” Tama said. 

Whitney winced. She wished she could cover her ears to keep out the sound of Tama’s strident voice.

“I didn’t make him play with them…” Whitney began.

“His grandmother say you tried to make Rinji play in sandbox. You went against my orders.”

“But…”

“That’s enough. This conversation finished.  You have been warned.”

This is so unfair. She had only been trying to help. Whitney left the school with a heavy heart. She knew she wouldn’t last long at ABC. I’m strong, but not strong enough to beat the combined forces of Tama and dragon lady. They would soon see to it that she got fired. She wiped the tears from the corners of her eyes, and bumped into Ando Kano as he strode towards the school. 

“Sorry,” she muttered, without looking up. Here was another person who would likely be just as glad to see her go.  The number four flashed before her eyes. What an irony, that it could be bad luck for her to come here, when everything she saw so stirred her soul. Tama had turned her life’s dream into a nightmare. 

“Wait,” Kano said, concern in his voice. “What’s the matter, Whitney? You’re crying.” He put a hand on her shoulder. 

“Oh, it’s nothing, she said, struggling to put on a smile, and feeling her blood heating up from his touch. 

“Is it my mother? Did she say something to make you cry?”

Whitney looked at him, mutely.

“You mustn’t let her upset you. They call her the dragon lady, but she has a soft heart.”

Whitney couldn’t see how Eriko could have a soft heart. In fact, the woman probably had a stone flint for a heart.  She sniffled.

Kano handed her a pack of tissue, and Whitney wiped her nose on it then stuffed it into her pocket. Kano flashed his brilliant teeth at her. “Wait for me,” he instructed. “I’ll be right back.”

Whitney didn’t see any percentage in doing anything but what he said. Tama had put a complete halt to all of Whitney’s hopes and dreams. Whitney felt like a rudderless ship, with Kano as benevolent skipper. She waited for him, with her head down.

He returned, and took Whitney by the elbow. Her body sang through her tears, and she looked down at Kano’s hand. Sheer poetry.
“I told Tama to listen to what you have to say about Rinji, not what Eriko says. My mother doesn’t know so much about raising children, but she really isn’t such a bad dragon lady.” He flashed that smile at Whitney again. “She will come around. You will see.”

Whitney pushed back her hair from her tear sodden face and looked up at him. It’s Tama who is my worst enemy, not Eriko. She couldn’t say a word about the woman he adored. That would look too much like jealousy.  

“Come with me,” Kano said. “I will take you to tea.”

Whitney looked at Kano with raised eyebrows, as they ducked their heads to enter the elaborate teashop.

“I feel like Alice, when she was small. Oh,” she said, covering her mouth. “I hope you’ve heard of Alice in Wonderland?”

Kano nodded, and smiled down at her.

“The door is made small, so that everybody has to bend over. This shows everybody is of equal status in the teahouse.”

“I like that idea,” Whitney said.

 She knelt down on the straw mat on the floor, and wondered if she should sit back on her heels, or remain on her knees. She didn’t want to muff up the ritual by doing something out of order, and risk offending this gorgeous hunk of Japanese man sitting across from her at the table. She snuck a peek at him; afraid to look too long, for fear he would think her rude. He chatted easily with her of nothing of import. 

The hostess served koi cha, or thick tea, in an ornate, ceramic bowl. Kano and Whitney drank from it in turns then the hostess rinsed the bowl. She returned with usa cha, or thin tea in individual bowls, along with little sweets.   

Whitney marveled at the artistry of the whole ceremony, and the beauty of the surroundings. A fountain flowed nearby, and exquisite, floral arrangements graced the low tables.

“I can’t remember when I’ve been so relaxed,” Whitney said. 

“That’s the idea of tea,” said Kano. “Guests shed all their worldly concerns, and enter the spiritual world, in the tea house. That’s the Buddhist way. Make every moment count, including tea, because it will never happen quite that way again.”

“Then I like Buddhism,” Whitney replied. That’s exactly the way I feel.”

She was rewarded by another white smile, which made her feel just a little dizzy.

“Where did you get such beautiful hair?” he asked. “I’ve never seen hair that color before.”

“I was born in Denmark,” Whitney explained.  My father is Danish, and my mother is Canadian. And of course, in Denmark, almost everybody has hair this color.”

“Then I am grateful for Denmark, “Kano said, melting her heart, again. 

 It is true, Kano thought. The blonde vision sitting across the table from him struck him almost dumb. He longed to reach out, and touch one of Whitney’s silvery tendrils, but he would not dream of being so forward in public, with a girl he had only recently met. Traditional Japanese mores would not allow it. Kano felt pulled in opposing directions. He felt enormous attraction for the Canadian teacher, but he didn’t want to disappoint his mother once again. Besides, his feelings for Whitney scared him a little. It hadn’t been long enough since Marina died for him to have these feelings for somebody else.  He wanted to spend time with Whitney, get to know her better, but who knew what that might lead to? He had best keep his distance, but still, it wouldn’t hurt to view her from afar, would it?

Whitney felt absolutely and totally wretched. Why had she trusted the enigmatic Kano? Just when she finally thought she understood him, and that they had some something going between them, he disappeared again. She had not seen him for a couple of weeks, and she did not know what to think. What should she do? She should have listened to Sarah, and stayed away from him. 

Whitney wondered if Tama had heard that he had taken her to tea, and raised the roof. Oh, whom are you kidding? Kano just isn’t interested in me.  He had probably just felt sorry for her after his mother chewed her out, and felt obligated to befriend his son’s teacher. He had been only friendly, after all. Except, his coal black eyes had remained focused on her hair and her lips for a little bit longer than she would have expected. Oh, get off it and get a life, Whitney chastised herself.  The man was practically engaged to Suzuki Tama. Why would he be interested in a twenty-two year old, anyway? For that matter, why should Whitney be interested in a man nearing forty? So what if he were the hottest guy she’d ever seen? That would not influence her. 

She pulled her hair into a ponytail, and wheeled her bicycle onto the road. What a glorious day. She would not waste another moment thinking of Ando Kano. She would show him how much she had learned about Zen Buddhism. Live for the moment, and this moment didn’t include him.

She cycled to the self-defense centre for her jujutsu lesson. She enjoyed the feeling of empowerment the lessons gave her.

Whitney had plans tonight with Sarah and Glen, to go to a party at the apartment of a couple of young, Japanese people Glen had met.  It should be fun, and a chance to get to meet new people.

Just then a red Mazda passed her, and honked the horn. Whitney looked up to see Kano waving at her from the driver’s seat.  Her heart did the skip a beat thing, as she looked at the passenger’s side. “Please God, don’t let Tama be there,” she prayed, and her prayer was answered. Nobody occupied the passenger’s seat. Little Rinji sat in the back seat, waving like crazy. “Sensei,” he called, only to be rebuked by his father. Whitney supposed calling out like that violated some unwritten Japanese code or another, but then so would blowing the horn. This country intrigued her more and more. She carried the image of Kano with her, to the party.  

Lee and Lin, the Japanese hostesses, introduced her to the other guests. Lee had long, straight black hair, and looked Whitney’s age. She spoke in short, staccato sentences, pointing out the bathroom, and kitchen where Whitney could find soft drinks. Lin had short, spiky hair and a dreamy expression. She showed Whitney a print of a Hokusai painting. “You like it?” she asked. 

“It is beautiful,” Whitney said. 

“Maybe you would like to go to an art gallery with us some time,” Lin said. “Glen could come, too. He says he is interested in Japanese art.”

“Sure. I’d like that. It would be fun.”  Whitney felt privileged to have been included in the party invitations, it being an oddity in Japan for people to entertain in their homes. They actually considered their homes unworthy in which to entertain guests. Instead, they would entertain guests at a restaurant.  The Japanese gave such care to human encounters, even preceding business transactions with socialization. A Japanese would no more conduct business with a complete stranger than he would invite one into his house.  North Americans had a lot to learn, she thought. If they would put one quarter of the effort the Japanese did into their interactions with others, the world would be a much better place. 

Whitney herself was filled with contradictory feelings. She reveled in her new- found freedom and immersion in Japanese ways, but she felt a little bit homesick for Toronto and her family. She had tried to call them earlier in the day but couldn’t get through, and felt a bit down about it. 

She fondly remembered all the special times she had with her family, as a child, before her parents got divorced. One of them was the annual mushroom hunt, when her father pointed out all the varieties of edible mushrooms, and gathered up puffballs from the rural fields, which he later fried in butter. Whitney didn’t care much for oily foods, but she did love her father’s fried puffballs. Memories of the fishing trip she took with him as a young child welled up in her head; herself hauling desperately on the line, until her father came to help her land the speckled trout. She also remembered the Saturday mornings spent with her mother at the church hall, where her mother helped make marmalade and other edible products to sell at the church bazaar. Her mother put Whitney to work too, peeling and slicing oranges.  “You’re doing a good job,” Caroline would say. “We really need your help.”   She always made time for Whitney, no matter how busy she might be. There were her mother’s other volunteer efforts, such as helping to provide physiotherapy for a child with cerebral palsy.  It was Carrie’s example, which had first aroused in Whitney the desire to help children.  Whitney’s mother always made a fuss over her daughter’s friends as well, which made Whitney feel even more accepted by her.

Whitney felt a surge of love for both her parents, and also sadness to be so far away from them. She missed Rob as well. He had never tried to take her father’s place in her affections, but she’d had some good times with him, too. Then Whitney remembered the Justice mess and wished that she could fall onto her mother’s shoulder, have a good cry, and let her mother take care of her instead of having to put on a brave front.     

Whitney’s spirits lifted as the evening wore on. Things would work out in the end. They always did. She would have a marvelous year in Nagoya. She would sightsee, and do all the things she loved to do. The Justice incident would be resolved, and she would be able to forget about it. She would be free of encumbrances, such as romance. What a good thing that Ando Kano was too busy to see her. Who needed him?   She wanted to devote the entire year to her job, learning about Japan and having fun.   It would be a year to remember. 

She would work on her jututsu belts as well. Whitney felt confident in the first level, and her carriage had taken on the bearing of a woman who is unafraid, straight, poised and alert.

She mingled with the other guests, most of who were Japanese. She talked to an attractive engaging engineering graduate student and a charming game show host, but neither of them rivaled Kano, in her eyes. The sake was flowing freely, when Whitney decided to call it a night. Usually she shunned alcohol, but had sampled the strong wine, just so she could say that she had tried it. She bid farewell to her hostesses and fellow teachers. Glen offered to walk her home, only a few streets away, but Whitney declined. Lamps lit the streets well, and crime in this area barely existed. 

She started out under the Japanese stars, and walked along, lost in thought, when a red Mazda pulled up alongside her. “Hello, Kano,” she called. 

Kano scowled. “What are you doing in the streets by yourself, at this time of night?” he asked

”Oh, Kano.” Whitney burst out laughing. “I am not a child, you know.”

“I can see that,” Kano said, letting his eyes flicker over Whitney’s slender body.  “You are a teacher.  You should know better. What do you tell your students about walking alone?”

“I’m taking jujutsu. Just let somebody try to attack me.”

“If you’re taking jujutsu, then you must know how dangerous it is to go out looking for trouble. Jujutsu is self-defense. You only use it if you need to.  Don’t assume that it will save you.” 

 “ I know, I know,” Whitney said. “But I’m only a couple of blocks from my place, and I really needed some fresh air. Speaking of which, isn’t it a delightful evening? The stars are incredible.”

“I would be honoured if you would allow me to give you a ride home.”

Oh, here we go again, letting myself fall for the guy, only to be let down once again.  What had happened to her usually cautious head, anyway? And why did she allow this man to boss her around? Where was her independence? She lifted up the palm of her hand, and began to shake her head, but Kano stopped her.

“Please,” he said, touching her hand. “I need to talk with you about Rinji.”

Whitney could hardly refuse to speak to the father of one of her students. That would be rude, and would likely get her into trouble with Tama. But then, Whitney reflected, everything she did these days seemed to get her into hot water with the principal of ABC. 

Whitney’s skin still tingled from Kano’s touch as she climbed into his automobile, but she decided to keep the conversation along strictly professional lines. “I’m glad you mentioned Rinji,” she said. “I am deeply concerned about him. He still hasn’t begun to adjust, even after almost a month of school. He avoids the other children at all costs, and clings to me as if for dear life.”

“I’m very worried, too,” Kano confessed. ”Rinji has nightmares almost every night, and he cries for no reason. He says he doesn’t like going to school. Eriko tries to blame you, but I know it’s not your fault. Rinji likes you; I know that. He talks of you all the time.”

Whitney sighed. “I just don’t know what else to do to help Rinji fit in with the other children. I have tried every method I know of helping him to join the others, but he resists. And I know that your mother doesn’t approve of me asking him to join the other students. It isn’t good for Rinji to stick by me all day at school. It’s common for children to develop psychological problems after the death of a parent, and it isn’t surprising that Rinji is troubled.  Would you consider sending him to a child psychologist? Maybe he might open up then. Perhaps there is one connected with ABC. I’ll ask Ms. Suzuki on Monday.”

“My mother would never agree to it,” Kano said. “It’s out of the question that Rinji should talk about personal things to a stranger. Besides, a Japanese therapist would tell him to stop thinking about himself, and to concentrate harder on his school work, helping me, his grandmother and the neighbours. There is no tolerance for self-pity in Japan.”

“But he’s only six years old.”

“That doesn’t matter, Whitney. This country really has very rigid rules that are hard to breach.”

“What do you think about it all?” Whitney asked. “Do you agree with this unsympathetic attitude towards people?”   

“I’m of two minds, Whitney. I was partially educated in the west and so of course I am well aware of western viewpoints. At the same time, I can’t help but be a product of my own upbringing and culture.”

“You are Rinji’s father,” Whitney said. Think of what is best for him.”

“But you don’t know my mother,” Kano said.  “Eriko might disown me if I did anything to bring dishonor to the Ando name”

“Please, Dr. Ando, think about letting Rinji see a good child psychologist, perhaps one who has migrated from the west.  I am sure you wouldn’t regret it.”

Kano looked at Whitney as though she had struck him. Dr. Ando, she had called him. Where had that come from?  It was such a change on the part of this quicksilver young woman. First, it seemed as though they were becoming flirty friends. Then she turned around, and called him Dr. Ando. What made her so unpredictable? Or were all North American girls like that? He didn’t know what to make of Whitney. He shook his head, inwardly. Maybe he would never understand her, but he did know that Whitney beguiled him. He snuck another look at her shining hair, and peaches and cream skin. Never had he seen such delicate beauty. She is more beautiful than the most exquisite Japanese garden.  He longed to reach over and kiss her luscious lips. A silver rose, that’s what she is. A silver bird in the land of blue-black ravens.  He wanted to run his fingers through her fragrant hair, but he didn’t dare get any closer to Whitney. How could he cross the gap between them? Whom was he kidding? There was a sixteen-year age gap between them, too wide to be bridged. Then, there was the matter of his loyalty to Marina’s memory.

He and Marina had waited to have a child until they were both established in their careers, she as a dentist and he a surgeon.  He remembered their elation when Marina gave birth to Rinji. They both threw themselves into the challenge and delights of parenthood.  Their happiness had been complete, until cancer struck Marina down.  He still blamed himself for it. What a sad irony that he, a surgeon, could not even help his own wife. By the time the doctors discovered the tumor, it had spread throughout her body, and nothing could be done but ease her pain. He would never forget the agony he felt during that time, or the traumatic effects on Rinji.  

“Why is mommy crying?” his son asked, over and over again, as Marina sank deeper into pain, and lost all of her strength. Kano did not know what to say.

“Mommy is sick,” he had said, feeling ineffectual. Kano’s only relief from the pain of the situation came when he attended to his surgical practice. He succeeded in putting Marina out of his mind while he attended to his patients at the office, or performed surgery at the hospital.  

Eriko stepped in, and took over Rinji’s care. Kano did not know how he would have coped without his mother’s help. She had been the one to get up at night when Rinji woke up, crying. Kano could not betray her now by calling in a child psychologist, against her wishes. Whitney is such a wise young woman, wiser than me. She knows that it is best to return our relationship to a formal basis, he thought. Just last week, Eriko had suggested again that he marry Tama, as she did at least once a month. His mother made no apologies for her dislike of Whitney. What would Eriko say if she knew that he and Whitney had practically dated? 

Mrs. Ando harbored a deep suspicion of non-Japanese people. How ironic then, that she had financed Kano’s medical studies in England.  Those had been the years in which his obsession with all things English had been triggered. They had also made him realize just how generous she was. He had given her obedience, in return. Of course, she had saved them all. During Marina’s illness and death, she had filled the void in Rinji’s life.  Rinji also helped fill the void in his grandmother’s life, which had opened up when her husband, Kano’s father, died many years earlier. 

Kano didn’t like chaos. He lived an orderly life in which his mother played a prominent part. That would likely never change.  He did not wish to upset her, and yet how could he marry a woman he did not love? How could he get Whitney off his mind? 

They reached Whitney’s apartment building. He wanted to kiss her, but knew that he could not. 

“Goodbye” he said, and then mentally gave himself a kick. That was an absolutely lame way to depart from the woman you adore. But alas, my hands are tied.  Kano couldn’t think of anything more to say.

For her part, Whitney felt happy that she had managed to keep her conversation with Kano on a professional level.

 “Dr. Ando,” she repeated, pleased with herself.  Now she had it. She had quelled the impulse to run her fingers through his thick, black hair or to kiss his sensuous lips.

 This simplified her life. Now no man lurked in the shadows, waiting to draw her away from the fulfillment of her dreams.

Whitney jumped high into the air. The children giggled. 

“Jump” said Whitney. “Repeat it after me. Jump.”

“Jump,” said the children and jumped.

Whitney sprinted across the classroom. “Run,” she said. “Repeat after me. Run.”

“Run,” said the children and imitated her action. 

Jai raised her hand. “Japanese word for run is shonen. Can you say it?”

“Shonen,” Whitney repeated.  

 Jai covered her mouth with her hand while she tittered. 

Whitney resumed the lesson. 

Tan waved his hand in the air, an impish smile on his face. ”What’s the word for pee?” he asked in Japanese.

Whitney told him then faced the class, her hands on her hips. “This class is starting to get out of control. No more questions now. Let’s get on with the lesson.”

Tan settled back in his chair, pleased that he had managed to unsettle the teacher.

What a devil, but an adorable one. She liked all her students very much.  

They’re so cute. It makes me glad to know that I am making them happy, by making it possible for them to learn English. It is worth every bit of effort. 

The children returned Whitney’s affection.  Each morning, they surrounded her, just as soon as they came to school. Even Tan adored her. He just couldn’t stop himself from trying to get a rise out of her. That boy will go places, Whitney thought. He had his own ways. 

Whitney turned on a bilingual tape of children’s music, which also introduced prepositions. 

“Over,” the children said, placing their notebooks over their desks, as directed by the tape. “Under,” they said, putting their books under their desks.

 Music helped to reduce stress in the children, in order that any barriers to learning might be removed. ESL theory stressed the importance of relieving factors such as stress, brought on by cultural differences, which could hinder learning. 

Whitney remembered her first week on the job, when she had asked Tan to look at her when she spoke to him. Tan obeyed her request with a reluctant gaze. 

Tama had corrected her on that, later in the day. “In Japan, we do not look at people straight on, especially not our elders,” she scolded.

The children left the classroom for recess while the music still played.  

Whitney saw Tama cruising the hall outside of the classroom. She hoped that the principal hadn’t heard the exchange between Tan and herself, for Tan’s question about pee would be considered disrespectful. The principal might punish him for it. Whitney’s reply to the question would also be considered out of bounds, but Whitney thought it better to make light of questions such as this.  She didn’t want to draw attention to Tan’s request, because that would encourage him.

After recess, Whitney gave the children a cloze exercise to complete. Rinji and Jai filled in the blanks quickly. Other students struggled with the exercise, and needed help. ESL students are no different than any others. They all learn at different rates, Whitney reflected.

It was the end of the school day, and Whitney herded the children outdoors. She stood in the light drizzle, and watched them climb on the playground equipment. Jai ran over, and took her hand. Jai idolized Whitney.  Rinji clung to Whitney’s other hand. 

“Jai, maybe Rinji would like to go on the teeter-totter with you.”

Jai took Rinji’s hand, and tried to lead him to the teeter- totter, but he would not budge. Rinji still would not or could not play with the other children.

Eriko appeared out of nowhere and snatched Rinji’s hand away. 

“What are the children doing outdoors in the rain?” she shouted at Whitney.

“It’s not really raining,” Whitney explained, holding her hands out.  “See? It’s more like mist. We call it spitting, in Canada.” As soon as the words were out of her mouth, Whitney knew she had made a big mistake.

“Spitting? Decent Japanese do not spit,” said Eriko, fairly spitting out the words herself. “That’s no way to talk around children. I’m going to report this to your principal.” 

And with that, she spun around and marched to the principal’s office, Rinji in tow.

The little boy turned around to look at Whitney, his face wrinkled up in consternation, but Eriko took no notice.

Whitney knew it would only be a matter of time before she got a blast from Tama, and she wasn’t mistaken. As soon as all the children had gone home, accompanied by their parents or daycare giver, Tama appeared in the school doorway. “Come into my office at once,” she ordered.

Whitney complied. She wondered if Tama would fire her. Tama’s just been waiting for an excuse.  

“First, I hear you telling the children the English word for a very private function. Then, I hear from our school’s benefactress that you said another filthy word. To think that I vouched for your character, when you applied for your working visa. It makes me look bad. I am fed up with you,” Tama said. “This is your last chance.  I am warning you. If I have to speak to you one more time about your conduct, you will be fired. Do you understand? “ 

“Yes, Ms. Suzuki,” Whitney said. She wondered if Tama would treat a Japanese teacher so harshly. The woman certainly had it in for her. Whitney knew she could put in a complaint with the Japanese Human Rights Commission about her treatment by Tama. Japanese law stated that all the people living and working in Japan were to be treated equally; that there was to be no discrimination at all. She also knew that the law was rarely acted upon. She really had no recourse, other than to do her best, and hope that she didn’t get fired. 

“What’s the worst thing that could happen? I could get fired, and have to return home before the year is up. That would be humiliating, for sure, but it’s not the end of the world. It wouldn’t be any worse than the Justice incident.   Just go with the flow, Whitney. Focus on the positive and make each moment count. 

Whitney smiled to herself, as she remembered her time with Kano in the teashop. I am becoming adept at the art of Zen, she thought. At least this couldn’t be taken from her.  Nobody could take away the sights, sounds and smells she had already experienced here, or her bonding with the children. She would never forget her experiences in Japan.  Her time with Kano couldn’t be taken from her either, even if she never saw him again. She would always savour the precious moments they had experienced together.  Mystery permeated the air whenever she met Kano. Sympathy flowed between them, as well. Whitney felt as though they had known each other forever. At the same time, it felt as though they stood on the brink of something new.  More mystery and opposites to be assimilated.   Their relationship reflected the inconsistencies of Japan.   Despite the warning from Tama, Whitney felt her enchantment with this Eastern paradise grow.     

She walked across the lawn to her danchi, and checked her mail. She opened a letter from her mother and Rob. Her mother reported that Christopher and Rob both had colds, and that she had been nominated as volunteer of the year by Toronto Volunteer Services.  Everybody missed Whitney, and the family hoped to fly over to see her at Christmas time. 
Oh. Good. ABC would be closed from December 23 until after New Year’s, and Whitney would have lots of time to spend with her family.  

Christopher had included a brief note, and Whitney bit her lip when she read it. Deer Whitney, How are you? I am fine I am hom frum skool todae. His grammar and spelling skills had not improved. She felt a moment of guilt for being here in Japan, teaching students to speak English, when her little brother couldn’t write a coherent sentence. He had been put into a special class for learning-disabled children, but had made little progress so far. Whitney wished she could see Christopher right now, give him a big hug, and breathe in his childish odor of grass, sun and dirt. She knew her mother struggled daily with Christopher’s reading and writing difficulties, but Whitney just enjoyed his sunny nature. She could never be annoyed with him, even when he dropped her pet turtle out of his upstairs bedroom window while trying to make it fly. He constantly got into mischief, but he never intended any harm. His tenth birthday was coming up soon, and Whitney decided to shop for a present for him on Saturday.

Whitney wished she had Internet access for her computer, but it cost too many yen for her to consider it. If only she could sit down, and dash off an email to her family and friends. It would make such a difference. ABC had Internet, of course, but it was in Tama’s office, and Whitney didn’t dare step foot in there. Maybe one day, after everybody’s gone home, she mused. Oh, it’s too risky. Tama would be sure to spy on me and I don’t have any more chances left. Whitney sat down, and wrote a reply to the letter. Then she bicycled to the post office to mail it.          

Whitney and Sarah cycled along the road, in the crowded downtown district. The late morning sun warmed their bare legs and arms. It was a welcome change from the overcast skies of the past few days. I wonder if I’ll catch a glimpse of Kano, Whitney thought. She’d spotted him frequently in the past few weeks. He seemed to just pop out of nowhere, every time she turned around. She’d see a flash of red, and didn’t need to perform mental gymnastics to figure out that it was Kano behind the wheel. Sometimes her perception would be verified by the sight of his shapely, muscular arm, draped over the edge of the open window. It made her feel good to think that he followed her. Was this egotism on her part? What made her think he would go out of his way to follow her? Kano had a surgical practice that kept him busy until all hours, a young son and a lady in his life. So, his car turned up wherever Whitney happened to be. It had to be a coincidence. 

“That looks like a good toy store,” Whitney called out. “Let’s go in there.”

The two young women chained their bicycles to the bicycle post, and went into the store. Whitney knew that her mother would appreciate it if she send Christopher clothing instead of toys, but also knew her little brother would be thrilled with one of the electronic toys on display.

“Sore wa ikura desa ka? - How much is it?” Whitney asked, pointing to one of the toys. 

Ten thousand yen,” the saleswoman answered.

That translated into more than one hundred dollars Canadian, but nothing was too good for her little brother.

“Sore kudasi – I’ll take it,” Whitney said, proud of herself. The salesperson had a working command of the English language but Whitney could not resist showing off her growing knowledge of Japanese. 

Whitney and Sarah stopped at another shop for wrapping paper, and a card and then began to cycle home. A red Mazda passed them, on the other side of the road. 

“ Hello, teacher,” Rinji called out, from the back seat.

“Hi, Rinji.” Whitney smiled at her small student sitting in his father’s car. He certainly seemed happier than when he was at school. She hoped that his happy mood would continue in class on Monday. Her heart reached a high note when Kano treated her to his breathtaking smile.  She wobbled slightly on her bike, as she waved at him. 

“Hold your horses, Whitney,” Sarah said. “ Remember what I said about Ando Kano and Ms. Suzuki Tama? The two of them are an item, believe me.”

Whitney blushed. “Uh, I know that, Sarah but I’m just being friendly. He is the father of a special student, and I will need to be having parent-teacher conferences with him. I want to be on good terms with him.” 

“Yeah, right. Tell me another one while you’re at it.”

“Come on, Sarah. You’ve been teaching longer than I have. You know how important it is to have good relations with your students’ parents.”

Sarah chortled as she passed Whitney’s bike. 

The only kinds of relations you’re thinking of having with Ando Kano are sexual ones”

“Sarah! Stop that right now.” 

Whitney cycled alongside her friend, and cuffed her lightly on the shoulder. She was too embarrassed to tell Sarah she was still a virgin. She did not believe in saving herself until she got married, but so far, she had not met anybody that she wanted to share the most intimate experiences with. She wanted her first sexual experience to be very special, whether it occurred before marriage or after. And that time is not now, she thought, remembering Sarah’s comments about Kano and Tama. 

Besides, her students kept her so busy that she didn’t have time to have a relationship right now. She wanted to do a good job. Her pupils would become the best English- speaking children that ever attended ABC School.  She would make sure of it. After school was over for the day, she could be found still in the classroom, or at her danchi; preparing lessons and making them come alive for the children, in order that they might learn. I’m so fortunate that the parents of my students are supportive, she thought. Little Jai’s mother came into the classroom almost on a daily basis, as a parent helper. Whitney knew that the other woman’s efforts were based on a genuine desire to do so, not because she wanted to check up on Whitney’s teaching. 

Career first, personal life second, Whitney thought. From now on, my relationship with Ando Kano is going to cool down. She giggled. How many times have I promised myself that, now? But no…She sat up straight on her bicycle. This time I mean it for real.

A red Mazda passed Whitney and Sarah as they neared Whitney’s danchi building.

Whitney turned; ready to greet Kano in a professional manner. 

Two men she had never seen before sat in it. One of them craned his neck to look at her, and the other wrote in a notebook.

“Hey Sarah,” she called. “Did you see those guys who just passed? They were staring at us. It really creeped me out.” 

“Relax, Whits. They’ve probably never seen westerners before. Hell, they’re probably hypnotized by your hair.”

“Sarah… It wasn’t that.”

“No, really. Don’t think I haven’t noticed all the Japanese guys looking at that hair of yours? They probably think you’re some kind of deity, sent down by Buddha to show them the way.” 

“Oh, Sarah. Really.”

“Well, I can’t help being just a little bit jealous.”

“You can have blonde hair too, if you want to. All you have to do is dye it. I’ll help you. Let’s go to the pharmacy. We can do it tonight.”

“Ah, forget it. I don’t think I’d make a good blonde. I’ll catch ya’ later, okay?” Sarah said. She fluffed up her dark brown bob, and cycling home across the street.

Whitney jumped off her bicycle, and carried it up the stairs to her own danchi.   

�PAGE \# "'Page: '#'�'"  ��





