
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Japanese Proverb

––––––––

“Fall seven times, get up eight.”

Nanakorobi Yaoki
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BOY BENEATH THE MOUNTAIN

Mount Fuji rose each morning like a silent judge, its snow-crowned peak catching the first light of day while the valley below still slept. To most people it was a landmark, a symbol, a postcard image. To the Tanaka family, it was something closer to blood. Their home stood within its shadow, and for generations that shadow had shaped who they were meant to be. Strength was expected. Discipline was assumed. Honor was not discussed because it was never optional. In the Tanaka household, tradition did not live in stories alone—it lived in posture, in silence, in the way one entered a room and the way one bowed before leaving it. Torchy Tanaka was born smaller than tradition. From the beginning, he did not fit the outlines drawn for him. His father, Hiro Tanaka, had been a broad-chested man whose youth was spent in sumo rings where the ground trembled beneath his feet. 

His uncles carried the straight-backed bearing of kendo masters and former military men. Even Torchy’s older cousins seemed carved from sturdier stone, their bodies thickening early with muscle and certainty. Torchy, by contrast, grew narrow and light, his limbs quick rather than heavy, his balance keen but unfamiliar. He learned to walk early, but he did not stomp. He glided, pivoted, turned corners without slowing down. No one spoke harshly about it. The Tanaka’s were not unkind people. But silence has its own weight, and Torchy felt it whenever training began. At six years old, he was placed on the practice mats with the other boys, instructed to lower his center of gravity and push forward. He tried. He bent his knees. He leaned into opponents twice his weight. Each time, he was knocked aside, rolling instinctively to avoid impact, popping back up before anyone could tell him to stay down.

The instructors frowned. “Too loose,” one said. “Too much movement,” said another. “He must learn to hold his ground.” Torchy nodded and bowed, absorbing the correction, though his body resisted the lesson the way water resists being stacked. The Tanaka home was filled with reminders of what he was supposed to become. Along the main wall hung ancestral swords, their blades polished weekly whether they had seen battle or not. Calligraphy scrolls bore characters representing virtues—Perseverance, Loyalty, Restraint—each brushed by hands long since returned to dust. A cedar chest held a folded sumo mawashi that had belonged to Torchy’s grandfather, its fibers worn smooth by years of use. Nearby rested kendo armor, lacquered and precise, waiting for the next generation to step into its weight. Torchy respected these objects deeply.

He dusted them carefully, bowed to them each morning as he had been taught. But when he lifted them, when he tried to wear the past the way his cousins did, something felt wrong. The armor slowed him. The stance restricted him. The weight pulled him downward when his instincts urged him to turn, to shift, to move. He found his freedom outside, where the mountain breeze swept through the courtyard and the stone paths curved naturally instead of running straight. One afternoon after rain, while sweeping water from the stones, Torchy slipped. His foot slid sideways, his broom arced, and for a split-second gravity claimed him. But instead of falling, his body turned. He spun, fast and instinctive, redirecting momentum into balance. The broom traced a perfect circle through the air, spraying droplets outward like a sudden halo. 
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