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Sam sat quietly, trying to slow her racing heart and unclench her muscles. She squeezed her eyes shut and bit her lip to gain control of her emotions. Taking a deep breath, she said a quick prayer and glanced at her cousin. “Jack?”

“Yes?” He didn’t open his eyes.

“We need to talk.”

“I know.” 

“I’ve never even been on an airplane, and I’ve missed you so much. I should be ecstatic, but instead, I’m miserable.”

“I’m sorry, Sam,” Jack mumbled.

“If you didn’t want me here, why did you invite me?”

He opened his eyes and looked at her. “I did want you here. I do want you here.”

“You’re not acting like it.”

“I don’t know how to act. I don’t know how to get past everything that’s happened.”

Sam smiled sadly. “Remember when you came to Santo Milagro to find my dad, and we realized we were cousins?”

“I do. We had a lot of fun together.”

“Since we thought we were cousins, there was no question of anything else, and you fell in love with Ally. Remember?”

“Yes.” He lowered his eyes as he was hit by an unexpected rush of grief.

“We’re still the same people, Jack. We’re still cousins and can still be best friends.”

“But we’re not really cousins, and you got married.”

“Does that matter? We can still have great adventures together, starting with this one. I can’t stand you treating me like a stranger. Three weeks of this will kill me.”

“I’ll do better. I’ve just been stuck in my own head. Seeing you again and worrying about meeting my mom’s family is a lot to process.” Jack took her hand and smiled. “This will be the adventure of a lifetime.”

Sam squeezed his hand and grinned. “Want to watch a movie?”

“You pick one. I’ll see if I can flag down the flight attendant.”

“I doubt they have Modelo Negra.”

“No problem. I’m flexible.”

Sam laughed and began looking through the movie selections. She knew what kind of movies Jack liked and avoided the romcoms. 

––––––––
[image: ]


JACK WATCHED SAM OUT of the corner of his eye, thinking back to the day they first met and how they had just seemed to click. He remembered how he felt about her when he thought they were first cousins and how much fun they had. He was ashamed of his own behavior since he found out she had married. His disappointment and jealousy had overshadowed their relationship to such an extent that he had excised her from his life completely. That hadn’t worked; it just made him more miserable. 

Now, sitting next to her on the plane, joking and making fun of the movie they were watching, his anxiety decreased considerably. He was still nervous about meeting his mom’s family, but at least he was facing it with his best friend at his side. 

Taking a sip of his drink, he discovered it was empty. He looked up to find Sam studying his face. “What?”

“You’re not watching the movie. And your cup is empty.” She waved at the flight attendant.

“Sorry. I’m still nervous. I thought I was just coming to meet my grandparents, but it seems there is also an aunt and uncle and a couple of cousins. I hope someone at least speaks English.”

“Have you studied any Japanese?”

“Some very rudimentary things like greetings, numbers, basic sentence structure. Enough to get by in an emergency, perhaps.”

“I have a phrase book.” She grinned. “Is someone going to pick us up at the airport?”

“Someone will be there.” Jack’s eyebrows furrowed. “They said something about a train.”
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A SMALL, MIDDLE-AGED woman was waiting for them outside the customs area, holding a sign that said ‘Jack Olivares’ in big letters.  When Jack approached, she bowed at the waist and began speaking rapidly in Japanese. 

“I’m so sorry. Gomenasai. I don’t speak Japanese.”

She looked perplexed, then pointed to the sign and said, “Jyaku-san desu ne.”

“Yes, I’m Jack.” Bowing at the waist, he said, “Yoroshiku onegaishimasu.”

Sam’s eyes got round. “What’s that mean?” she whispered.

“It’s a greeting. I learned just enough to confuse people.” He frowned as the woman took off speaking Japanese again.

She ended with. “No English.” She turned her hand upside down and drew her fingers toward her palm several times before turning and leading them down a wide corridor. 

Having stopped once to check their luggage at a shipping counter, Jack had dozens of questions and had completely lost his bearings by the time they reached a busy platform. The woman gave them each a ticket and handed Jack a piece of paper before bowing again and backing away. 

Jack looked down at the paper, and when he looked up again, she had disappeared into the crowd.

“What’s it say?” Sam tried to see the paper he was holding.

“It says Narita Express to Tokyo Station. Kodama shinkansen to Kakegawa. JR Tokaido Line to Iwata.”

“Like I said, an adventure. This must be the express train?”

“I wonder where our luggage went.”

“Wherever it went, at least we don’t have to carry it.”

A recorded voice announced the arrival of the train, and the doors quietly slid open. 

The inside of the train was clean and silent. Discovering they had reserved seats, they made themselves comfortable.
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SAM WAS GETTING TIRED of traveling. Exiting the train at Tokyo Station an hour later, she gaped. 

“I read somewhere that 500,000 people pass through this station every day,” Jack said distractedly. “Come on. It looks like everyone is heading upstairs.”

Upstairs, the station was disorienting. Myriad signs, timetables, and ticket gates were further confused by bustling travelers intent on reaching their destinations. Standing frozen in the stream of humanity, Sam looked around until Jack pointed at a sign.

“There. Shinkansen. I think we want to go that way.” 

“What does shinkansen mean?”

“It’s the bullet train. Some of them go as fast as 199 miles per hour.”

“What?” She followed him through the labyrinth of corridors until they finally found the platform for Kakegawa. “This is crazy,” she said under her breath. “I’ve never seen such a busy place. It reminds me of a beehive. Should we ask someone if we’re on the right platform? We don’t even know what’s on these tickets. That guy over there looks like he works here.” 

Sam walked over to the man she had indicated and showed him her ticket. “Is this the right train?” 

The man looked at her ticket and pointed, nodding.

Returning to where Jack stood, Sam said, “It’s the right place.”

Jack’s shoulders relaxed slightly. “If I had known we were taking a train by ourselves, I would have done some research.”

“Sometimes it’s fun to just wing it. What’s the worst that could happen?”

“Um, I don’t know. We could end up in some city we’ve never heard of and spend our entire trip trying to find Iwata?”

“It would still be an adventure.” Sam elbowed him. “It might be even more fun than meeting the grandparents.”

Jack raised one eyebrow.

“I’m just kidding. You know I want to meet them.” She laughed. “Here comes the train.”
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SAM FELL ASLEEP ONCE they had gotten settled, and Jack spent the trip lost in thought, snapping to attention an hour and forty minutes later when he heard the announcement for Kakegawa. Here we go again... I hope they don’t have big plans for us this evening. At least Sam got some sleep. He turned to Sam and put his hand on her shoulder. “Sam? We’re here.”

Slowly opening her eyes, she looked at him in confusion.

“We’re arriving at Kakegawa station. Just one more to go.”

“Oh. Gee. I forgot where I was for a minute. I’m so tired.”

“I know. Not much longer, I hope.”

They wearily boarded a local train for the final leg of their trip and were surprised when the train pulled into Iwata station sixteen minutes later. 

As they left the platform, Jack spied another sign with his name on it, but this time, the curvy young woman holding the sign had a blonde bob and was dressed in jeans and a snug t-shirt that read Jubilo Iwata.  

She grinned and waved when she saw them. “You must be Jack and Sam. I’m Annie. Welcome to Iwata.”

Jack glanced around. “I was going to ask how you knew it was us but guess it’s rather obvious.” He smiled and shook her hand. “The woman who met us at Narita...”

“Yes, sorry about that. She’s your aunt’s sister. She agreed to meet you because she lives nearby, but she was worried about not speaking English. Was it difficult taking the train?”

“We managed. I’m not sure where our luggage went, though.”

“It’s already at the house. I’m Takashi’s wife, by the way.”

“Takashi?”

“Your cousin.” Annie smiled kindly. “I’ll introduce you to everyone when we get home. It’s not far.” She led them to a white Toyota Corolla and helped them adjust the seats before pulling away from the curb. 

After a short, ten-minute drive, she parked in front of a boxy, two-story house built near the end of a very narrow road.

“This house looks different from the others,” Sam commented.

“Land is so expensive here that families rebuild rather than buy new homes. The Akiyama family has lived here for six generations, and the original house was falling apart. Your uncle and Takashi are at work, but I’ll introduce you to Grandma and your aunt, then give you a cultural tour of the house.”

Jack had no idea what a cultural tour meant but glanced at Sam and nodded amicably.
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Opening the front door, Annie called, “Tadaima!” and then stopped in the large, tiled entryway to remove her shoes.

“Okaerinasai!” answered two female voices from the next room.

Annie showed Sam and Jack how to place their shoes neatly facing the door and opened a cupboard to retrieve house slippers. “We never wear our shoes inside. I hope you can find some slippers that fit.”

As they sorted through the slippers, a small, plump woman with short, permed, black hair rounded the corner carrying a tea towel. She spoke to Annie in Japanese, then addressed Jack, who didn’t understand.

“Hajimemashite. Jack desu,” he said, bowing low. “Yoroshiku onegaishimasu.”

The woman looked very pleased and happily answered him in rapid Japanese.

Jack looked at Annie and said, “That’s the extent of my Japanese, I’m afraid. What did she say?”

Laughing, Annie relayed this to the woman.  “Jack, this is Etsuko Oba-san. You can call her Oba, which means auntie. She’s married to your mother’s brother. You’ll meet him later. Come meet Grandma.” 

Annie said something else to Oba, and Jack heard Sam’s name.

Oba smiled and led the way into the living room. Grandmother Akiyama sat on the end of a long sofa, watching television and knitting. Her hands moved quickly in an almost unconscious rhythm. Looking up, her face crinkled into dozens of good-natured creases. Her wispy, white hair floated around her face, and Jack could see the resemblance to his mother. Setting her knitting aside, she held out her hands. “Jyaku-kun.”

Jack took her hands as she carefully studied his face.

“Jack, this is your obaa-san. She’s been very excited to meet you.”

“Why are the aunt and grandma called the same thing?” Sam asked.

“No, there is only one ‘a’ sound for aunt and two for grandma. Oba-san and Obaa-san, see?”

“Can I call them that too?”

“Of course.” Annie spoke with Grandma and interpreted for Jack. “Obaa-san said to tell you she’s pleased you have come to visit, and she hopes you will be comfortable. I’ll show you around so you know where things are and what to do with them.”

“Please thank her for me, Annie. I’m very happy to finally meet my family.”
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ANNIE TOOK THEM ON a short tour of the house. The most notable room, which took some explanation, was the bathroom. 

A second set of slippers sat inside the door to the toilet, and Annie explained that regular house slippers were not to be worn in the bathroom. “Since there are three of us, we may need to make a small exception. This door” —she opened a clear folding door on the left wall— “leads to the bath. The bathtub is used by the entire family, and the water can be reheated.” She lifted the cover and showed them the short, deep tub and the heating element. “Everyone washes first, then soaks in the tub. Just sit on this stool by the spigot, soap up, and rinse with the bowls. When we rebuilt the house, we updated the bathroom so there’s a shower hose. It makes it a lot easier.”

Sam was fascinated. “Who empties the water and cleans the bathtub?”

“Takashi’s mother and I take turns.”

“I can help, too, while we’re here. Will you show me how?”

“Japanese families frown on guests doing housework.”

“Don’t be silly. We’re family, and we’ll be here for a long time.”

“I’ll ask her, okay? I don’t want to upset her.”

Sam furrowed her brow but nodded. “What about towels?”

“There’s one in your room. I’ll show you. When you’re done with it, put it in this hamper. Ba-ba and Ji-ji’s room is over there. The stairs are getting difficult for them.” She pointed to a set of sliding paper doors, across a short hallway, to the left of the bathroom. “It’s a tatami room like yours.”

“Tatami?” Sam said at the same time Jack asked, “Ba-ba and Ji-ji?”

“Sorry. It’s like a nickname for Obaa-san and Ojii-san.” 

Annie led them to a second set of doors between the grandparents’ room and the entryway. Sliding them open, she said, “This is a traditional tatami room. We use it for a guest room and for entertaining company. When it’s not in use, the doors are left open, and the family shrine is in here.”

Sam looked around. A short, square table and cushions sat to the left near the window, and two single futons were laid out, ready to sleep in. She crouched down and touched the floor. It was a light brown color, laid out in rectangles, and felt soft underfoot.

“That’s tatami. It’s made from natural materials, like woven rush straw."

An additional set of sliding doors, papered identically to the surrounding walls were set in the opposite wall, and a shrine was mounted on a table to the right, facing the window. Just inside the door sat their suitcases. 

“What’s through there?” Sam asked. She pointed to the papered doors.

“That’s where the futons are usually kept, but this room is yours during your stay, so you can leave them out. Why don’t you two get settled, and dinner will be ready soon.”

“Thank you very much, Annie. I feel like we’re causing a great deal of trouble. Please let us know if there’s anything we can do to help.”

“No worries,” Annie said. “You are making Ba-ba so happy.” She smiled at Jack. “When you hear someone call ‘gohan’, it means dinner’s ready.” Annie left the room and quietly slid the rice paper doors behind her.

Turning to Jack, Sam widened her eyes. “Huge learning curve.”

“I’ll say. I feel bad causing so much extra work. At least our suitcases magically arrived so we can give everyone their gifts.”

“I wonder what we’ll have for dinner.”

“Hungry as usual.” Jack laughed, opening his suitcase.

Sam opened hers, too, and they carefully extracted their gifts.

“Tadaima!” called male voices outside their room. 

“Okaeri!” answered three female voices. 

A few minutes later, Oba called, “Gohan!”
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FEELING NERVOUS ONCE again, Jack grabbed Sam’s hand and gave it a squeeze before crossing the hall to the living room. I wish I had learned more Japanese before I came. They all seem so kind. He stopped at the entrance and looked around. Now, eight people filled the room, including him and Sam, and it seemed much smaller. His grandfather had joined his grandmother on the sofa, and he wondered where he had been earlier. 

Annie approached.  “Jack, Sam, this is Grandfather. You can call him Ojii-san. And this is Uncle Junichi or Oji. Just like grandma and auntie, there is a single ‘i’ for uncle and two for grandpa. And this is your cousin, Takashi. You can just call him by his first name.”

About the same height as Annie and a head taller than his parents, he approached Jack.  “Hello. I am Takashi. You can call me Taka if my name is hard.”

“We’ll see.” Jack smiled. “We brought omiyage. It was in our suitcases.”

“Great. We open after dinner.”

Oba and Annie busily shuttled food to the large wooden table. The dining area was slightly raised, a step above the living room, and the table sat inside an open, rectangular area that created a bench. Everyone sat on pillows around the table with their legs underneath. 

Once they were seated, they said, “Itadakimasu,” in unison, and picked up their chopsticks.

Jack turned to Takashi and asked if he could repeat that.

“I-ta-da-ki-masu,” Takashi said. “Means thank you, food.”

“Like bon appétit,” Annie added.

Jack and Sam repeated, “Itadakimasu.”

“After dinner, you say ‘gochisousamadeshita’ or just ‘gochisou’ if you can’t remember the whole thing.” Annie grinned.

“I think my brain might explode,” Sam said. She watched the others eat and tried to copy what they were doing, but she kept dropping her food.

Jack laughed and handed her a fork before promptly dropping his fish in his lap. “Maybe I should use a fork too.” 

He vaguely remembered eating this type of meal when his mother was alive. 

Each person had a bowl of rice along with other small bowls of pickled vegetables and meat and a bowl of miso soup. Everything was delicious. 

The cleanup must be terrible. Perhaps Sam and I can offer to help.

When everyone was finished, Oba and Annie took the dishes into the kitchen and returned with small, rectangular pieces of cake. 

Jack tasted his, and to his surprise, it tasted very fresh and not too sweet. A wonderful palate cleanser. 

“Gochisousamadeshita,” everyone said.

“Slowly, please,” Jack said.

“Go-chi-so-oo-sama-deshita,” Takashi said.

“Gochisousamadeshita,” Jack and Sam repeated. “May Sam and I do the dishes?”

“Oh, no. You’re guests. Why don’t you hand around your omiyage if you like? Oba and I will do the dishes.”

Oba looked at Annie with her eyebrows raised in question, and when Annie interpreted, she shook her head vigorously. “No, no dishes.”  She hurriedly cleared the table and rushed into the kitchen, which was separated from the dining area by a half wall so she could still see what was happening around the table.

Jack and Sam handed out their gifts and watched anxiously as the family opened them. They needn’t have worried. Each family member exclaimed over their gift, which was only polite but pleased Jack immensely. He and Sam had shopped separately, but combined, they had come up with a nice selection of southwestern snacks, jewelry, and knick-knacks.

Takashi looked at Sam and said, “Please take a bath.”

Sam became very still and glanced at Jack, surreptitiously sniffing at her underarm.

“He is offering it to you first,” Annie said. “We were going to take you out for a drink, but I told him you were probably exhausted.”

“Oh!” Sam chuckled. “I thought perhaps I was getting ripe. Could you show me again how to heat the water?”

“Don’t worry. It’s already hot. I hope you enjoy it.”

Sam left to take her bath, and Takashi offered Jack a beer.

“I don’t know. If Sam smells beer on me and she doesn’t get one, I might be in trouble.” 

Jack was joking, but Takashi missed that and worriedly said, “Of course she can have.”
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THEY WENT TO BED EARLY, but Sam’s eyes popped open in the middle of the night. She looked at the clock, then over at Jack, who was sleeping peacefully. Three o’clock. Why am I awake at three o’clock? She got up and dressed as quietly as she could. Slowly sliding their doors open, she tiptoed to the front entrance, slipped on her shoes, and opened the door a crack. 

The air outside was warmer than New Mexico in late April. Stepping into the dark silence, she could imagine herself at home on her ranch. She stood and listened. The air was so still, she imagined she could hear the ocean. She smelled it, too, and wondered if she was being fanciful. Maybe I’m dreaming. 

She wanted to take a walk but was worried about leaving the front door unlocked. Was it locked when I opened it? She couldn’t remember. Her mind wandered as she sat on the front step, absorbing the silence. I wonder what Tom is doing. I miss him. She pictured her husband’s unruly brown hair and his lively blue eyes, not as they looked when she left but as they looked on their wedding day. She wanted to call him but was afraid of what he might say.

She was startled when the front door opened, and Jack stepped outside. 

“What are you doing out here?” 

She shrugged. “Just enjoying the cool air and the quiet. Look at all the stars.”

“Does it make you homesick?”

“Not yet.” She smiled. “What time is it?”

“It’s almost four.”

“Did I wake you?”

“No. It’s jet lag. The time difference takes a while to get used to.”

“I didn’t think of that. I was exhausted and couldn’t figure out why I woke up so early.”

“Even a few hours can disrupt your body clock. Sixteen hours can really wreak havoc. It’s noon at home.”

“How long does it take for your body to adjust?”

“Probably two or three days.”

Sam rested her elbows on her thighs and her head in her hands. “Should we try to go back to sleep?”

“I think it might be pointless. Want to take a walk?”

“I do, but I didn’t want to leave the door unlocked.”

“Don’t worry. Annie told me they never lock it unless they all go somewhere. Which way do you want to go?”

“I want to find the water. Let’s try that way.” Sam rose and pointed to the left.
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A FEW HOUSES DOWN, a narrow path led up a slight hill to the right. The path gradually disappeared, covered in sand. As they descended, they could see a vast body of water glimmering in the moonlight, and they heard the gentle rolling of waves rushing up onto the beach. 

“It’s beautiful,” Sam whispered. “Let’s take our shoes off.” She sat in the sand and removed her shoes, placing her socks inside to keep them dry, and Jack followed suit.

“Where are your boots?” he asked with a grin.

“I didn’t hear anything about horses here, so I didn’t bring them.”

Laughing, Jack said, “I’m glad you didn’t dye your hair, or I might not have recognized you.”

“Very funny.” Sam punched his arm lightly. “I might have if I had time. I wasn’t sure what kind of reception I’d get with bright red hair.”

“I’m kind of surprised no one has mentioned it, actually, but then people here are very polite.”

“They are. I wish I could speak Japanese.”

“Me too. Maybe we can study before our next visit.”

They walked to the water’s edge and rolled up their pant legs. “Brr. It’s cold!” Sam said.

Wading in the surf, Sam kicked the water. “You think we’ll be able to visit again?”

“Sure. And maybe they can visit us too.”

“I like your family. It seems almost like a different world here, doesn’t it?”

“Yeah. We need to look at a map. How did we end up on the coast?”

Sam shrugged. “How long ‘til breakfast? Do they drink coffee here?”

“Uh oh.” Jack laughed. “I sure hope so.”
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Sam and Jack ran into Takeshi on their way back to the house. “Where you went?” he asked, jogging in place as they approached.

“We just went for a walk,” Jack said. “Jet lag.”

“Jetto lagu?”

“We woke up at night because of the time difference.”

“Ah. I understand. I run every day. I will be return for breakfast.” He gave them a wave and jogged down the street in the direction they had come.
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ENTERING THE HOUSE and stowing their shoes, they turned right into the family room.

“Ohayou gozaimasu!” Oba said.

“Ohayou!” Annie echoed her. “Are you ready for breakfast?”

“Ohayou,” Jack said. “I think we might be.”

“Have you been out for a walk?”

“We walked to the beach. Are we on the Pacific coast?”

“We are.” Annie smiled. “Be careful in the water here. The locals swim, but there’s a strong undertow. Have a seat. Would you like some coffee?”

Jack grinned as Sam happily bounced on her toes. “Coffee! Yes, please.”

“Oba usually makes rice, fish, and miso soup for breakfast, but I prefer toast. What would you like?”

“I’ll have the toast, please,” Sam said. “I think it might go better with coffee.”

“I didn’t think of that, but I’ll try the full breakfast anyway.”

“Now I feel bad,” Sam said.

“You can try mine and maybe have it tomorrow.”

“Good idea.” Sam reverently accepted the cup of coffee Annie offered and took a sip. “Oh, coffee, how I have missed you.” She sighed blissfully. “Are you sure there’s nothing we can do to help?”

“No, not at the moment. Takeshi thought Jack might like to see the family business this morning, and I wondered if you would like to visit my English school. I used to work for a private school, but after we got married, the family set up a studio for me to hold classes in.”

Sam glanced at Jack, who nodded. “I would love to.”

“We’re working this week, but next week is Golden Week, and we’ll have the whole week off.”

“What’s Golden Week?”

“We have three national holidays that week, so most people take a week-long vacation. Before I got married, I used to travel during Golden Week and sometimes went home to see my parents.”

“Where’s home?” Jack asked with interest.

“I’m from Australia, but this is home now. I’ve been here almost eight years.”

“Wow. No wonder your Japanese is so good,” Sam said.

“It’s not as good as I’d like it to be, but shoganai ne.”

“Shoganai?”

“Um. Kind of like ‘that’s life’ I guess.”

Oba called to Annie, and she disappeared into the kitchen, returning with a plate of thick-cut toast and a small salad for Sam, then back into the kitchen, returning once again with a tray for Jack. “One more trip.” She went back for her own toast and a cup of coffee.

Sam tried Jack’s breakfast and was glad she had chosen the toast. Fish was not her favorite food. His uncle and grandparents joined them at the table about the time Takeshi returned. 

“Tadaima!” he called out. 

The rest of the family said, “Okaeri.”

Sam elbowed Jack and whispered, “I think I’m getting the hang of this.”

“Itadakimasu,” Oji and Ojii-san said.

“Oops. I forgot that part,” Sam mumbled.

When Takeshi sat at the table, he asked Jack if he’d like to join him and his father after breakfast.

“Yes, I would. Very much.”

“Itadakimasu.” Takeshi picked up his chopsticks.

“What kind of business do you run?”

“It’s bento business. We make lunchboxes and delivery.”

Jack nodded. Watching the other family members, he mimicked how they ate. 

Sam nibbled on her toast; glad she didn’t have to worry about trying to eat fish with chopsticks. She was also glad Annie gave her a fork for her salad. “Why are you so good at using chopsticks?” she asked Jack.

“My mom taught me.” He smiled.

Oba finally sat at the table with her own breakfast. “Itadakimasu,” she said.

“Could I get myself another cup of coffee?” Sam asked Annie.

“I’ll get it.” She stood and took Sam’s cup into the kitchen. 

Sam watched her and thought she would feel very bad if they kept waiting on her this way. She couldn’t imagine a guest sitting idly for weeks as she tried to meet their every need. That was a
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