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Tom hated these things. Everything was junk, nothing more. Everything looked like crap and it was all just laid out on tarps and blankets for everybody to see. It was a fucking waste of time. Why did his mother insist on dragging him to these things? There were better things to do on a Saturday morning. 

Fucking garage sales. He hated them with a passion. 

Tom stared at the junk laid out on the lawn. 

It was Saturday morning. If he had friends, they would be getting up to trouble. His lack of friends hadn't gone unnoticed. Even unpopular kids had friends, but he cruised through school almost invisible. Maybe his mother was trying to be a friend more than a Mum. That would really blow. 

Being overweight, spotty, and a lover of all things Star Trek and Star Wars equally placed him squarely in the nerd population. And on top of that, he had a nicotine habit that had been driving him batshit crazy during long school days.

Being sixteen sucked. 

God, he was bored. 

He saw Mum haggling with the owner of the house over the cost of a crappy jacket that she’d never wear. 

People milled about. There were more people here than he thought would turn up. It was a beautiful day. Birds sung in the trees. It wasn't summer yet, but it was warm. So much for the rain forecast.

He walked past the garage to the end of the driveway. Houses lined both sides of the street. Several cars were parked against the curb. He heard the sound of laughing children, but he couldn't see any. All he could see were cars parked in driveways, immaculate lawns, and a tricycle laying on its side.  

No one was outside apart from the bargain hunters, birds, and the voices of kids.

Fuck, he needed a smoke. But he couldn't just wander off. If Mum came looking, he'd never hear the end of it. She hated smoke as much as she hated Dad, and Dad smoked just to piss her off. Why they stayed together was beyond him. 

He wandered up the driveway and saw his mother haggling over another item. She stopped when something else caught her eye. 

"Mum," he called out. 

She raised her hand. 

"I'm going for a walk. Back in ten."

She waved him off, not once looking up. 

Sweet.

He turned on his heel as a shadow fell across the ground and stretched over the lawn to the driveway, finally swallowing up the road. The air took on a slight chill. The birds stopped chirping. Silence fell thick and heavy. It was an empty silence, not just quiet.

Dead.  

You're fucking nuts, bro. 

He looked over his shoulder. Mum pointed at something. Her lips moved but he couldn't hear any sound. A couple laughed at a painting for sale. An older couple stood near the garage, chatting. A sheepdog raced across the driveway. Barking like a wild animal. Its eyes locked on him. Its lips curled back. 

He saw all the action around him. Tom knew the sounds of mindless chatter, laughter, and a dog growling. But he heard none of it. Fear back-peddled him a step or two. 

Another dog strode up the driveway. A German shepherd. Its head low, it gave a silent growl. Bared its fangs. 

A third dog. A Collie.

A forth. A Japanese Shiba. 

Usually, Tom was fine with dogs. He wasn’t so sure now. No one else seemed to notice. 

"Pay them no mind, young man." 

A Japanese lady in her mid-to-late fifties, stood in the side doorway of the garage. 

"I seem to have made them angry." Tom kept his eyes on the dogs. They had stopped their advancement, but not their silent growls. 

"It's the storm. Pay them no heed."

Tom stared at the dogs. 

The lady stepped out of the doorway and shooed them away with a flick of her hands. Inside the garage, a light burned bright, illuminating a long wooden table laden with items, not yet on the lawn. 

"Did you find something?" 

He glanced back at the junk on the ground and shook his head. "They don't even have any decent books." 

"What do you like to read?"

"Oh, you know," he shrugged. "Stuff." 

"Stuff?"

"Horror or science fiction. I like that stuff." 

The lady smiled. "I see," she said. "Stuff." 

Tom smiled. 

"Lisa hasn't laid out everything. She's saving this 'stuff' for tomorrow." The lady kept her smile. "Wanna see?"

The air got colder. He looked at the sky. Thick, black clouds roiled above. A thunderstorm brewed in the heavens. He still needed a cigarette, and was about to decline. 

The lady entered the side door. "I have something from Japan you might like." 

He doubted that. 

She waved him in. 

Reluctantly, he entered. 

The table was laden with clothes, magazines, Reader’s Digest books, a few board games, and a Dungeons and Dragons game - if he had friends, he'd nab that. It was rumoured to be a lot of fun. He moved down the table, hoping to find something of interest, but he wasn’t having much luck. No surprise there; garage sales sucked balls. A movement at the far side of the garage caught his eye. 

A young woman sat on a cushion, cross-legged. Her back was straight, and her hands were clasped on her lap. Long black hair hung past her shoulders. She had a narrow face and close-set eyes. Sitting half in shadow, she smiled, and he couldn't resist smiling back. She was the most beautiful person he had ever seen. 

"This is my daughter, Tsunike." The woman said her daughter's name slowly, and pronounced each syllable clearly. Tsu-knee-kay. 

"Hi," he said, adding a slight nod. 

"Konnichiwa." She smiled and quickly looked at the floor.

God, she was hot. Way out of his league. But she had smiled at him. Tom liked Manga and Japanese anime, but not once had he heard such a weird name. He'd look it up later. 

Still, she had smiled directly at him. 

He knew better to read anything into it, though. Casanova, he was not.  

"You like this, yes?" The Japanese lady snapped him out of his thoughts. 

In her hands, she offered a white fox mask. A fucking kid's toy. He didn't say anything as he turned to leave. 

"It's carved from bone." 

That got his attention. 

"Some say, human bone." She pointed to her head. "Skull." 

He took it in his hands and felt a tingle run through his body. It was bone. The outside was painted white, with red eyes and a black mouth. Untreated bone with brown streaks stained on the flip side.  

"It's good for horror and science fiction stuff guy. Am I right?"

He could put it next to his Star Trek Discovery and Voyager model ships, or between the Discovery and the Falcon. Tough choice. The mask would rock his display. 

Carved bone. 

Expensive. 

"Why would someone sell this at a garage sale?" He hadn't meant to ask the question. It just popped out. 

The Japanese lady didn't miss a beat. "It's junk."

He looked it over. 

"Ten bucks and it's yours."

The Japanese girl with the weird name rose to her feet. Her head was down. Her hands were behind her back. 

"Five bucks," he countered. 

The lady laughed. "Ten."

Tom handed it back. If he gave her ten, he wouldn't have enough for another packet of cigarettes. Five was all he could spare today.

The Japanese lady stared at the offered mask. She looked amazed that it was being handed back, and she turned to her daughter. The girl eyed her mother.  

Tom watched them have a conversation without words. 

The lady smiled. "Maybe it's not for you." She reached for the mask. 

"Okaa-san." Tsunike's voice was soft, but carried authority. 

The lady gulped and withdrew her hand. She quickly composed herself. "It appears my daughter would like you to have it for five bucks." 

Tom wasn't so sure anymore. It felt like he was causing strife, and he didn't want that. Still, the mask would make a good addition to his collection. "Ten bucks is a fair price." He could borrow five bucks from Mum later for his ciggies. All he had to do was say it was for a school thing. That always worked. 

He pulled out a crumpled ten-dollar note from his front pocket and held it out to the lady. 

She turned to her daughter. The daughter nodded and tossed a smile at Tom. 

Again, he couldn't help smiling back. 

The lady handed over the bone-sculpted fox mask and took his money. She smiled. It didn't contain any warmth. Pity? Sadness? Maybe, but definitely no warmth. 

The moment he stepped out of the garage, the sun broke through the clouds and the sounds of civilization filled the air again. Across the road, a child rode on a tricycle and a small group of boys tossed a rugby ball back and forth. A lawnmower roared in the distance. The dogs were gone. 

Looking over his shoulder, he saw the woman step back into the shadows of the garage. 

"What's that?"

Mum's voice startled him. He held it up. "Just a mask for my sci-fi display." 

Mum carried a couple of plastic bags. "Looks interesting."

Tom almost told her it was made of human bone, but quickly decided against it. The thing looked plastic upon quick inspection. He dropped it from her line of sight. His mother tilted her head to get another look. "You shopped well," he said, changing the subject. 

It worked.

"You betcha, buddy." She smiled. "Ready to go?"

No. Tom took one last glance inside the garage, hoping for another smile from the daughter, but it looked empty, save for an overstocked table of clothes, toys, and board games. Still, he wanted a cigarette. That didn't look like it was going to happen. "Yep. Let's roll."

* * *
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TOM SAT ON HIS BED and stared at the mask wedged between the two Star Trek ships on his display table. He had the captains standing next to the ships, including a few of his favourite characters. The Falcon looked better as it was. He also sported models of BB-8, R2-D2, Han Solo, and Luke Skywalker. These figures he had glued to the top of the Falcon, as they were smaller than standard sizes. 

The mask captivated him. Its black slashed eyes seemed to watch him as he watched it. When he moved, the eyes followed. It was more than a touch creepy. 

He lifted his tablet off the mattress, got off the bed, and took a photo of the mask. An image search provided a few hundred thousand hits. The “Picpeadia” looked the most promising. 

He clicked the link and read the long entry for Kitsune, the Japanese word for fox. According to folklore, they could shapeshift into human form, some had nine tails, and others were seducers
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