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A POUNDING AT THE BEDROOM door came with loud shouts that not only awoke Kiyoshi but also his parents. The sound of several powerful kicks caused the side of the door to splinter. It was terrifying, and the door seemed as if it would soon come off its hinges. A hard hollow thud, followed by the wood further diminishing its hold as a protector against unwanted entry. Whoever was out in the hall would soon be inside.

The perpetrator felt the recoil through his feet and up to his knees. Paint flakes from the jamb dislodged and fell, a hairline crack moved toward the hinge, and then more wooden splinters settled on the floor. There was no stopping whatever monster desired entry. Dark shadows went through the house, looking for white spirits to subdue.

The red door broke open, and a fight ensued with one of the intruders and the boy’s father, Kazuya. He used his knowledge of Aikido to redirect the attacker’s arm, throwing him off balance with a smooth circular motion. The throw caused the government invader to hit his head, rendering him unconscious.

“Kiyoshi!” The seven-year-old’s mother screamed as the boy appeared out of his room and in front of the second intruder.

Kazuya shouted, “Hana, stay back!”

Kiyoshi, in his blue pajamas with the Ultraman character on the front, held up his right hand as if to stop them with the power of energy, or perhaps even with real magic?

Hana rolled over in bed and opened her eyes. “Oh.”
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The Japanese village, bathed in the soft light of a crescent moon, was quiet. The spring day had been warm, and now the night air was mild. Two raccoon dogs made their way through the edge of the village and disappeared into the night. A shooting star streaked across the sky, and soon after, the stars faded, their brightness swallowed by the clouds that were slowly moving in to cover the moon.

The night seemed to wrap the Tokyo village in a quilt painstakingly made by some grandma, her head nodding with each patch showing the peaceful faces of sleeping kids. Across the neighborhood, shadows unfurled quietly, accompanied by the wind’s soothing lullaby.

Even so, not all the kids under the covers were asleep. One eight-year-old Japanese boy was awake and fidgety. His almond eyes were bright with wonder. He appeared capable of running an entire marathon and had too much energy to sleep.

Hiroaki got up and tiptoed around, trying to be as quiet as a mouse. He moved across his bedroom floor like a spy on a mission, not wanting to let the boards creak beneath his bare feet and imagining red lasers everywhere. Hesitation turned to fear, wanting to escape his father’s displeased face. No mother to worry about, as she was gone from the picture. He hesitated at the doorway and took his time to peek around the corner.

The hallway stretched before him, lit by the soft glow of the nightlight, and may as well have been a mile long. Hiroaki searched for his father, listening for movement. He knew he was supposed to be asleep, but the thrill of being sneaky made him want to stay up and made him feel grown-up. However, such an experience was only enjoyable if he managed to avoid getting caught.

“Did you misunderstand me when I told you to go to sleep?”

A sweet scream escaped him at the sight of his father. He turned and ran as fast as his little legs would take him. Hiroaki darted and lay on the thin mat in his bedroom, closing his eyes tight, kicking once and then a second time, as if he were having a terrible dream. The boy wanted to prove he was now trying to sleep.

His father, Kaoru, at five feet nine inches, was taller than the average Japanese man. He stood at the doorway in his teal pajamas, arms crossed and his head moving from side to side, fighting the urge to smile. If only my legs could move that fast.

Kaoru wanted to be stern, to insist on silence and rest. But Hiroaki was too adorable, too full of the same stubborn spark Kaoru remembered having at that age. He remembered the mischief he got into at that age. It would be like scolding a mirror.

“How can you be asleep if you are kicking? And why were you sneaking around?”

Hiroaki sprang to his feet and gave a quick, respectful bow before flopping dramatically back onto the mat and shutting his eyes once again. “Yes, Father,” he said, his voice laced with innocent sincerity. “But earlier, I wanted to drink tea like an adult. I didn’t like it, so I added sugar.”

“Oh? What are you talking about now? Tea? How much sugar?”

Hiroaki cocked his head, lips pursed in deep thought and needing a cute response. “Hmm? More sugar than grains of sand on Zushi Beach,” he said, as if seriously considering the math. “Maybe not so much, but close. I like sugar.”

The father shook his head. “Do you like diabetes?”

“No. Sugar doesn’t make you get diabetes.”

“I understand that, but you should avoid it. It can play a role in increasing the risk. The fatter you get, the more the risk increases. Hiroaki, you drank sugar before bed. That is not healthy.”

“Father, I am not fat.”

“I have eyes. I know you are nowhere near being overweight. However, we do not know what the future will bring.”

Kaoru, who’s forty-seven, was a single father after having experienced a divorce. The separation was difficult for both Kaoru and his son, who felt as if his mother had abandoned him. It was as if his mother, the center of his universe, had simply discarded him. Both had shed many tears.

The child goes to the next-door neighbor, an old couple, when his father is not home. As a university professor, he likes to teach his son whatever and whenever he can, usually daily. Kaoru’s dark hair shows the earliest touch of gray near the temples. He takes pride in the remarks about his son’s intelligence. And when he is not at the university, he softens, revealing patience and warmth in his role as a father.

“I know, but I wanted to be like a grown-up.”

His father spoke in an exaggerated voice. “You want to be a big, fat, giant adult who would need to roll around like a ball?”

The boy’s laugh was adorable. Anyone would be forced to chuckle at such a delightful giggle. “No! No one rolls like a ball instead of walking.”

Kaoru gave a slight nod, and with his best effort, he refrained from laughing. “You are stubborn like your mother. And creative.”

“Yes, Father, that’s a respectable way to think,” Hiroaki said, nodding earnestly. “I mean? Oh? If Mother taught me to be stubborn, then maybe it’s not my fault? Do you see how I am thinking?” He looked up at Kaoru with wide, hopeful eyes. “Father, you should look into it.”

He places the blame on his mother for his behavior. I would have never considered that as a child. Father smiled. “You are wise beyond your years, Hiroaki.”

“I am? Not as wise as the boy genius?”

Kaoru raised his eyebrows. “No. There is something strange about that one. Some say he is an android, but he is, in fact, a real boy. Flesh and blood. However, I have never met him. Hiroaki, shut your window so you don’t catch a cold. The breeze will become cool overnight.”

Hiroaki jumped, slipped, and fell onto his mat. “Father, there is Sakura now. We should explore at the first opportunity. Get the camera out. I can’t sleep.”

Kaoru yawned. “It is bedtime, not time to take pictures of cherry blossoms. Why can’t you sleep? Oh, the sugar. We will be on the train early. Did you know people are making appointments to speak with the exceptional boy? Maybe I should try to make one as well?”

“Oh. That is exciting, Father. Will I get to play with him? I can’t wait.” He jumped up and danced, pretending he was fighting with a sword. “We will be pirates! And find treasure.”

“I do not know if he plays,” said Kaoru. “I have heard he is more like a fifty-year-old man than a child. And the odds of getting to meet him are not good. And so, it probably won’t happen. You need to realize that. Don’t get your hopes up. That is one thing you need to learn in life: many things don’t go the way we want.”

Hiroaki stopped and showed his sad face. “Aw, I was thinking I would show him my Pokémon cards. And all boys play, Father. I mean, if a boy does not play, what else would he do?”

Kaoru nodded. “Well, my son, we’re unlikely to meet him, though it’s slightly possible. Let us leave it at that.”

Hiroaki took some time to think about that, his little face scrunching with concern. “I know, I shall write him a letter. What should I say to make him want to see us?” Hiroaki cocked his head as he thought. “You know what, Father? I am his elder because I am eight. Is that interesting?”

“Go to sleep.”

“As your elder, I command you to meet us. He would not like that because no one likes to be bossed around, unless... Unless they are getting paid lots of money. Hey you, pay me lots of money and boss me around! I know you are the best teacher in the world, Father. The best sensei.”

“Sleep! I command it.” Kaoru tried to have a stern voice.

“Father, it might be like telling the wind to blow that way.” And he pointed to the north. “It could move in that direction, but maybe not. And if it did not, how could you make it?”

A deep sigh escaped Kaoru. I believe my son is more advanced than other boys his age. And he can annoy his father with the best of them. “You are what happens when two smart people have a baby.”

“What does that mean?”

“The apple does not fall far from the tree.”

Hiroaki thought about it. “Oh yeah? Well, ah, the leaf does not fall far from the tree. Unless, ah, a bird takes it and flies away. And then who knows where it would end up.”

Kaoru shook his head. “Indeed.”

The cherry blossoms in the area were in full bloom, a picturesque wonderland. They swayed in the night air. Some of the flowery, faintly sweet scents were in the eight-year-old’s bedroom, with a whisper of vanilla-like undertones. The crisp air of spring mixed nicely with the scent of moist earth, which created a refreshing and clean smell. And distant incense from a temple was faint but perceptible.

“Father, what if I can never sleep again?”

He will say anything to keep me talking or from going to sleep.

“Then you would see things that don’t exist. Everyone needs sleep. Maybe you would see pink elephants if you did not sleep?”

The child imagined an enormous pink elephant in his room, bumping into stuff and knocking things over. “It sounds like fun. Why would I see pink elephants?”

The father rubbed his forehead and yawned a second time. “Sleep is as necessary as food. When you sleep, your brain joins memories, helping you to remember what you have learned. It provides you with more balanced emotions and helps your creativity. Also helps you heal.”

“Helps me heal. So, what if my foot gets run over by a train? I just go to sleep, and in the morning, I am healed!”

“You have a strange sense of humor, Hiroaki.”

The boy nodded repeatedly. “I just want to see pink elephants.”

“Yare, yare. Oh, brother.”

––––––––
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ACROSS THE WAY FROM Kiyoshi’s residence, there was an armed guard dressed in black with a black-and-white striped tie who did not talk. His reason for being there was to protect the child from harm. There were other types of protection and spying devices in the area that even the guard was not aware of. Kiyoshi was already important to the government. They were now having meetings about the child at least once a week.

The morning was beautiful with a few scattered clouds as the little genius went over strategies for dealing with the government.

Kiyoshi sat in the lotus position in the garden in front of his house. A soft breeze moved his hair, lifting the finer strands and setting them apart from the others. The movement was gentle and playful. It was the kind of wind that brushed rather than pushed. A few locks moved away from his forehead, then drifted back again, catching faint twinkles of sunlight.

“Hello,” he said to a Eurasian tree sparrow as it chirped from the roof. The bird landed in the grass briefly and then took flight.

Kiyoshi wore a blue sweatshirt with the superhero character Anpanman, who’s made from a red bean-filled pastry. Anpanman fights against Baikinman, a germ that threatens the world.

Across the street, a line of houses stretched in perfect order, each one casting shadows. The neighborhood had been told to keep their distance from the boy. However, the child talked to whoever he desired. It appeared to be a safe area.

The seven-year-old had insisted there be no crowds today because he’d grown weary of answering the same questions. Being popular had good and troublesome ways about it. He eventually needed to get his message across, but too many people disrupting his thoughts were not helpful at times. And the time was not yet right.

Kiyoshi knew the man from the House of Counselors was not happy because of the call his parents had received; he even scowled at the insistence of Kiyoshi being left alone for a week. However, later that same evening, he had talked the little one into spending a few hours with a jiàoshòu. Kiyoshi saw the worried look on his parents’ faces, and he disliked what he was seeing.

Before he could spend time with the little one, Professor Kenji Takeda was inside the dwelling talking to the boy’s parents. He was not a spy, but the government would wring out every bit of information from his visit.

A blue butterfly, its wings traced with black, drifted over Kiyoshi’s shoulder, catching his eye and holding his curiosity. He held out his right hand to see if the insect would touch down on it, but it did not, instead flying to a nearby purple wisteria flower. The boy approached the flowers, bowing to them.

“I will cause you brief pain by removing one of your blooms, and I apologize, leaf-born spirit.” His voice was that of a seven-year-old boy, but the connotations of his words were something else. Everyone found it strange talking to such a young child. And at times, they did not understand what he was saying, which made them feel the opposite of smart.

Kiyoshi carefully removed the bloom, cradling it as though it might melt between his fingers, then settled back into the lotus position. The flower sat gently on his open palm, its scent faint but soothing. The blue butterfly danced into view, circling once before landing on his hand.

“Oh, you are a lovely spirit.”

Its wings opened and closed, reflecting flecks of light. Kiyoshi examined the creature in silence. He thought the petite, threadlike antennae looked like elegant feelers, his thoughts momentarily drifting. He had always felt close to nature. The air around him felt sacrosanct, touched by something beyond words. And at least twice a week he got up to see the beauty of the sunrise.

Kiyoshi spoke to the insect. “What will you do with your short life? How many people will you inspire? You fight the ugliness of the world without even knowing. But not by chance. Your exquisiteness spreads like a drop of water in a pond.”

After almost a minute, the butterfly stirred, lifted its fragile wings, and fluttered away into the still, sunlit air.

The boy’s smile was radiant. “Nature is breathtaking, from the bottom of the oceans to the mountain peaks. Why can't we focus on the beauty of nature instead of constantly quarreling and being ready for war?

The professor sat in the dining area, on a tatami mat and floor cushion, in front of a low table. He faced Kiyoshi’s parents, Hana and Kazuya, both in their thirties. And an attractive couple, indeed. They looked as though they belonged in Hollywood, on the big screen.

“When did you first notice there was something extraordinary with the boy?” Asked Takeda.

His mother nodded. “When he was just one month old, he began staring at us and trying to talk. His look was peculiar in a sense, as if he knew everything that was going on in the world. Really, it is impossible to describe. And he was gesturing with his hands. The next day he was saying words as if his mind had been opened.”

Kazuya nodded. “And the day after, he was speaking sentences. Extraordinary at that age. Not logical, you know. But, oh, so cute. I believe we should have kept this boy a secret. Now, there is too much attention. The world sticks its nose into our business. The government acts as if the child does not belong with his parents.”

“I am sorry for your troubles.”

Hana smiled. “Takeda, you should know that your time is ticking. The sand is running out of the hourglass, so to speak, and Kiyoshi will likely not talk to you after the hour has passed.”

His face showed alarm. How long have I been here? “No one informed me of it. I must go, as I have less than half an hour,” said Takeda.

Takeda’s heart sank when he discovered the boy asleep near the flowers, lying curled up and looking comfortable. He had planned to write a paper about his brief encounter and sell it for quite a bit of money. And, of course, he had to meet with the government. However, now he was unsure of what to do. If he disturbed the boy, the child could be cranky and uncooperative. And he would get nothing of value.

This is not good.

However, he might never have another chance to talk to him. Ever. The outcome was not something he had foreseen. Not something he would have considered. It irritated him, but he was in no position to do anything about it. No matter which way he stepped, the professor was on a sort of balancing beam and was bound to fall.

This is an impossible situation.

Takeda sat in the lotus position and stared at the boy. Kiyoshi was adorable, beyond charming, if such a thing existed. He took a digital camera from his pocket and snapped a dozen images of the genius, attempting to be certain one would be in perfect focus. He walked around Kiyoshi, shooting from different angles.

A Tentōmushi landed on Kiyoshi’s nose and made him laugh. The ladybug, red with black dots and known as the sun insect, was considered lucky. It moved from one side of his nose to the other. He stood and bowed, and then Takeda returned the gesture. “I was not asleep, only pretending.”

The professor thought of calling him a brat but dismissed the idea. He needed a happy child to talk to. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Kiyoshi. You are such a handsome little fellow.”

“Compliments will get you nothing extra. Yes, cuteness has evolved to safeguard the survival of humans. That is why occasionally a bear will not hurt an infant. I would not want to put that to a test.”

“I suppose it has evolved as a safeguard,” said Takeda. “I have a question for you, little one. Why do you suppose you are so different? Do you know the answer?”

“I will not answer that question. The time is not right. Next question.”

“Really? No response for that one. Kiyoshi, are you an alien? I know it sounds silly, but many people are thinking it.”

The boy had an infectious laugh. “No, I am not from another planet.” Kiyoshi changed the subject. “You know, there was this man who built himself a hundred-million-dollar basketball court. How do you feel about that?”

“It seems like a waste of money.”

“Yes, there are so many people in the world suffering from poverty. Dying from it. Many people feel that their lives are not worth living. Poverty affects the whole world and does not help us evolve. He was a professional basketball player that assumes he should be able to do whatever he wants with his money. Believes he worked hard for it. All he did was have fun playing with a ball and earned so much money. What he did is not important. When one is blessed with that kind of wealth, one needs to give a lot of it back.”

“Yes, Kiyoshi, this world is unjust.”

The child nodded. “Most of us know right from wrong, and yet we pretend we don’t. Some are driving million-dollar cars. But deep down, most of us know right from wrong.”

He raised and lowered his head in agreement with the little one. “Kiyoshi, would you consider that you have reincarnated? Maybe you took all your intelligence with you from the other life you have lived?”

Kiyoshi shrugged. “Without proof, there is no need to discuss it further. But really, many of us are reincarnated. I am an advanced soul. You are a mathematics professor?”

“I am.”

The boy nodded and nodded. His mind was percolating with ideas. “In time, I will invite you here again. I will have something for you.” Kiyoshi walked around and then went and stared into his eyes. It made the professor uncomfortable, although he wasn’t sure why. “During our next visit, you will tell me if anything intriguing has happened to you in the meantime.”

What will the child have for me? Will its significance have the world talking? Or it might simply be a drawing. “Kiyoshi, are you able to tell me what you will have for me? Could you not give it to me now?”

“I choose not to tell you. Will you allow me to do something that will make you jump? It will keep you wondering about it and about me for a long time.”

Something else to be curious about. “Of course.” A strange ask, and he could not imagine what the boy was talking about. It was a peculiar request. I agreed, but was it an error? If I ever want to talk to him again, I must be agreeable.

Kiyoshi shut his eyes and began meditating. “Close your eyes and listen. Imagine an elaborate door in your mind. As soon as you do, I will enter your mind.”

You will enter my mind? That is not possible.

The area between Takeda’s eyes tightened. It took a minute for the professor to imagine the door because he was being pulled in different ways. However, when the door materialized in his head, he had never seen something so real, more than a vision or his imagination. The scene in his head was extraordinary. How could he accept something that was unfeasible?

Then, the seven-year-old boy manifested near the door in Takeda's mind, smiled at him, and looked adorable as Takeda raised his eyebrows. Kiyoshi opened the red, elaborate door that was also trimmed with gold. Inside a garden of sweet osmanthus flowers. They smelled sweet, a mix of apricot and
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