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Prologue


I was okay with living in a town where work was boring, there was no entertainment, and almost nobody spoke English when I thought I could leave whenever I wanted. When I learned that I couldn’t leave on a whim, I decided that I wanted to quit my school teacher’s job as soon as possible.


I felt a great pain. I was confined in this place, a fishermen’s town in Japan.


On one of our daily Skype phone calls, my best friend Judy asked me what I wanted.


“I want to go back to Boston. I want to quit my job.”


“You can’t quit your job.”


“What do you mean?”


“I understand that living in Japan is 100 times more difficult than you imagined, but I don’t think you should return to Boston this soon. You haven’t accomplished anything in the month you’ve been in Japan. If you leave now, this whole thing will have been pointless.”


“I didn’t know what I wanted, Judy. You knew that. I just wanted to escape from my peers at the school, the freaking Boston school district, Paul, and the temptation of the places where I used to gamble.”


“Right. It was a good escape. A constructive escape. I thought you could turn yourself around in a new place and find a seed for your new career,” Judy said in her usual passionate voice. Since our days as roommates at the University of Delaware, she had been the person who always looked out for me.


“Look. Japan did not mean anything to me when I decided to come here, and it still doesn’t mean much to me now. I just followed you,” I said. “But I thought I could at least live close to you in this foreign country. I would have never expected that we would have been given such different assignments.”


It still stung when I thought about the moment that Judy and I opened our assignment packets and learned where we were going. She had gasped with excitement when she read that she was assigned to the Tokyo governor’s office, and my heart had dropped as I read where I was going: Hime. A small town on the opposite side of the country from Tokyo, 250 miles away from the capital to the northwest. Between Hime and Tokyo were mountains that divided Japan like a back bone. It would take more than seven hours to drive over those mountains and reach Judy.


“You should have read the orientation materials. We don’t have control over our assignment.”


“Can’t you understand my pain? Just get me out of here, Judy.”


“I’m sorry that you don’t like the people there that much.”


“People are nice here. But I am a Bostonian, Judy. I don’t fit into a town with just 50,000 people. Plus, teaching English to twelve-year-olds who have never spoken English before is the most boring thing in the world.”


“You have the freedom to quit. But I know you wouldn’t like what would happen if you did.”


“What do you mean?”


“JET’s staff and your school had prepared to have someone from America for more than twelve months. They had to do a lot of work to create this position, get your housing, and put together your work visa.”


I thought about everything JET did for me. The Japanese government program provided native English people like me with jobs aiding teachers in their classrooms and helping students learn English. They also helped people find positions in local governments. People came from around the world to take part in the program.


Judy continued. “Most importantly, they had arranged for you to teach your students an authentic English academic curriculum. And for that, your job is paid very well. If you simply quit, students who thought they had earned a great opportunity to learn real English will lose a whole academic year. I know you are not going to ruin children’s dreams.”


“Oh, I am sure they can find a substitute American teacher easily. They constantly have 5,000 people in the program, and Americans make up about half of that.”


“But do you think that they’ll be able to teach the students as well as you?”


I got her point. Yes, she knew me too well. I don’t care about anything but students. It makes my blood boil when I think about students suffering because of problems in the adult world.


The reason why I had a fight against the Boston school district and a cold relationship with teachers in my old school was because I prioritized my students 100 percent and paid zero respect to the school district politics. That stirred the pot, I became hated by many, and I naturally fell into my gambling addiction trap again.


“I can guarantee that your Hime Junior High School will not have another American until next year.”


“Come on, Judy, ‘I have a pen’ or ‘This is a dog’ is not teaching English at all. It’s better to watch a Disney movie or YouTube. Or, buy a Taylor Swift CD. I offered a more creative teaching proposal to my peers, but it was ignored. My resignation will not ruin anything.” My voice got weaker as I admitted that.


“Taylor Swift cannot answer students’ questions. Your existence at Hime Junior High School is much more valued than you think.”


“I doubt that’s true.”


“Realistically, if you leave now, JET will make your school ineligible for the next five years for a new English teacher. And your future successor will probably not be a professional teacher like you.”


I didn’t say anything. I sipped a cup of green tea in front of my iPhone. Judy drank sake in front of hers. My tea tasted nicer than any green tea I had had in Boston. Green tea alleviated my emotional pain.


She got me.


I couldn’t penalize my students because I was unhappy with my oversight on the JET application.


I should have vetoed Hime before I started.


But I knew I could swap my position with some peer in Japan. All I had to do was recruit just one person out of 5,000.


“Lindsey, come on. You’ve never been a quitter.”


“I’m not as smart as you or Paul. I’m not Harvard Business School material like you two,” I said. “I don’t know how to find a seed for my future career here in Hime.”


“What you want me to say? Isn’t it a good time to push yourself a little harder and become a bit more sociable? You haven’t tried to make friends. You’ve been complaining that people in Hime don’t speak English. But you’re in Japan, and you haven’t made any effort to learn Japanese. Isn’t that a pity?”


Judy was starting to sound like a mentor. I didn’t like it, but I was always grateful to her for telling the truth.


“One more thing, Lindsey. I found where Paul lives.”


“What?”


“You want me to kick his ass, or do you want me to persuade him to come down there to have a romantic reunion tea party with you?”


“I don’t know—”


“I know it sounds awful to you, but as soon as you contact him, this jerk will try to get back with you. Just in case he doesn’t find any other attractive woman like you during his four-year stay in Japan.”


“I am not attractive at all—”


“Yes, you are, and don’t let me argue on that point. Tall, skinny, and blond. Hello? The problem is you are extremely unsociable, and that makes others bored.”


Judy had no problem talking about my looks because she was confident with hers. Judy was rather short, and she had beautiful pure black hair and large breasts that men loved.


“Thanks for being blunt.” I shook my head, my long ponytail swinging hard.


Paul ditched me after he finished his MBA to take a job with the gigantic Japanese seafood company Hakodate Marine. As a Harvard graduate, he was looking for a global business job opportunity, and he thought that Hakodate Marine was the perfect match for his desire. According to Paul, Japan had fallen from number one to number seven in the world fishery volume ranking due to their mismanagement and overfishing. Paul wanted to turn the fishery industry of Japan around by helping the conglomerate company. He hoped to use the results to facilitate his move to another global company somewhere else in the world. While he was off in Japan, I thought we could maintain a long-distance romance, but he thought it would not be realistic.


It was a coincidence that both Paul and I had ended up in Japan. I hadn’t moved to Japan to be closer to him, and Judy hadn’t signed up for the JET program because of him. Judy joined the Harvard MBA program with a specialization in marketing to fulfill her desire to bring her parents’ Jewish delicatessen business in Manhattan to the next level. Since Americans were eating less and less deli food, she thought she should cultivate the overseas market. Judy knew she needed a job while she worked on her main goal of revitalizing the deli industry. And when she found JET, she thought it was perfect. She also convinced me to go with her.


“Look, Lindsey. Paul’s friends know you’re here now, and they’ll probably tell him soon. When he finds out, he’ll think you came to the country because you were chasing him. In that case, how would you like to appear in front of him? Do you want to show him you’re wandering like an isolated American gaijin? Or, do you want to show that you’re breaking through the cultural barrier and intermingling with the Japanese people around you?”


“Judy, it’s not that easy,” I said, raising my voice.


“Has anything in your life been easy at the start, except for maybe your card counting when we played Blackjack?”


As Judy laughed on my iPhone screen, I thought of our long-ago glory days. Hopping on a bus to Atlantic City on Friday night, spending our days in casinos, eating the best steak, and drinking the most expensive champagne. I had had an unusual photographic memory ever since my biological parents died in an accident. This skill made my memories of our trip to Atlantic City seem even more joyous.


After we hung up the Skype call, I stared at the reflection of my confused face in the dark iPhone screen.


I was determined to find a replacement for me at the school and get out of Hime.


But after that, I thought, what do you want for yourself, Lindsey?





Chapter One


I talked to a JET staff member. She said I could discuss whatever I wanted with my 5,000 peers on the JET membership website forum. She said I could directly contact whoever I thought the position might fit.


I jumped on the forum and made a post asking about a job swap. For a week, I didn’t receive any responses. Then, I went into the huge directory and started sending solicitation emails to all potential candidates. I estimated the pool was about 2,000. I sent twenty emails a day.


Two weeks passed, and there was still no response.


My feelings of boredom and isolation continued to grow. In addition to my video streaming of Red Sox games, I became an Amazon Prime member and started watching many movies for free, but my feeling of confinement made me focus on the suffering and nullified the joy.


One morning, I received a phone call from Erica, a woman who also taught English at Hime Junior High School. She was also thirty years old, same as me, Judy, and Paul. She was my only Japanese friend in town, but she had three kids at home and no time to hang out with me.


“Good morning, Lindsey. Sorry to bother you.”


“No worries. I woke up a while ago.” I didn’t mention I woke up early because life here was too boring, especially at night. “What’s up?”


“Can you come to school about thirty minutes earlier than usual? Mr. Principal wants to discuss something with us.”


She explained that an English teacher who was in charge of senior students had become seriously ill.


“I’m on my way.”


I walked out of my tiny apartment. Mornings in this small town were quiet, the air fresh. I rode my new bicycle on the main street in the retail corridor. It reminded me of some of the small towns in Massachusetts, but this town had much more homogenized shops. Many of them were lined up side by side in a long stretch along the main street. At the end of the street, there was nothing but fields.


I rode up the hill, climbing a steep, winding road.


Our school sat on top of the hill, looking down at the entire city of Hime. The Sea of Japan was a crisp blue, and it spread out as far as I could see.


When I got to the school, Mr. Principal was waiting outside for me.


“Good morning, Lindsey san!”


He bowed to me, and I bowed back.


“How are you, Mr. Principal? You are here too early.”


“Oh, not at all. How long has it been since you came here?” he said in his slow but accurate English.


“Just seven weeks.”


“Time flies, doesn’t it?”


“Yes, it does.” As I smiled politely, I thought about how the past seven weeks had felt like the slowest time in my life.


On my first day in Hime, he and Erica came to the Hime Station to greet me. It was the first week of April and the first day of the Japanese academic year. Outside the classroom windows, I saw beautiful cherry blossoms, petals falling off the tree as the wind blew. I stared at one petal as it swayed to the right and to the left before rising again and then falling onto the huge sports ground in front of the building.


I thought about that memory as Mr. Principal and I walked through the school, heading toward his office. There was one private office for the principal, and the rest of the teachers each had their desks in a large staff room. He escorted me to his room, and we sat at a small conference table.


“What is your impression about our school so far, Lindsey san?”


“Well, the school building is solid and well maintained. They keep everything so clean and neat. But as soon as I walk inside the building, I feel something is wrong, to be honest with you. Don’t get me wrong. The students are happy and hardworking, and all the teachers are kind to me. But it feels like the school is shrinking. This school has more than 100 years of history, yet, I see the building has many unoccupied rooms. Perhaps, only 50 percent of it is being used. No offense, but I feel a bit scared.”


“You made a good point. I am scared, too. In the last fifteen years, the city of Hime has shrunk from 2,300 junior high school students to 1,300. It is a sharp decline. The school district is contemplating the merger of some schools. Recently, Hime decided to just have only one high school in the town. Our junior high school may also be forced to merge with the other one,” the principal said, half in anger and half in disappointment.


Erica and another English teacher came in. Mr. Principal started the discussion immediately.


“Thanks for coming, everyone. Unfortunately, the English teacher who is ill isn’t going to be able to continue on, and we will need to replace her.”


The school had three grades from seventh to ninth, and each grade had two classes. One class had about thirty-five students. In total, there were 200 students at the school.


He continued, “The academic year started in April, so it will be difficult for us to make a replacement in May. Normally, any school system in Japan would rely on substitute teachers, but I confirmed with the city official yesterday that there is no substitute teacher in Hime city.”


I couldn’t believe my ears. Japan spends more budget on public schools per capita than the US. I just didn’t understand why we didn’t have substitutes.


Erica frowned. She said doubtfully, “How about Toyama city? In the past, we depended on them for substitutes.”


“I called them, but they are shorthanded, too. They said they could arrange a biology substitute teacher who is also licensed for English.”


“License means little. Experience matters, Mr. Principal. Why we are facing this issue?”


“Toyama city is expanding. That’s why they are shorthanded. But we are shrinking. That’s why we have a tight budget and could not afford a substitute teacher.”


In order to get out of my own suffering, I thought I could give my position to a Japanese teacher who spoke good English as a last resort. But this conversation made me realize that I had no hope for that strategy.


“Why are we shrinking, Mr. Principal?” I said. I just couldn’t help saying something.


“The main industry of this city is fishery and fishery-related business. The port is located in the center of the city, facing Toyama Bay. The bay is one of the world’s best fish tanks because 500 kinds of sea creatures are living in it. Half of the students’ parents in this school are engaged in fishery-related business. The problem is that the fishery volume in Hime has been declining for the last twenty years. That is why people have been moving out.”


Hearing about that made me think of my grandfather. My grandpa was the only fisherman I knew, and I used to visit him to escape my parents in my defiant youth.


Erica added, “And fishing is a very complicated business with many complicated regulations and economic factors. It is not easy to revitalize this business. When the fishery shrinks, the city shrinks and the schools shrink.”


I remembered that the principal was the son of a fisherman, and Erica’s sister had also married a fisherman.


The principal said, “Because of the low volume, fishermen are now starting to catch fish before they bore eggs. The good news is that the fishery association decided to implement the individual quota system, like America or Norway, to prevent overfishing. We will preserve the sea stock with this quota system.”


Erica nodded. “And the bad news is that this will lower the fishery volume for the next three years until the stock recovers, and this creates even bigger clouds in our sky.”


I realized how small a chance I had of swapping my job. Who would want to relocate to an area with this big risk? If we were to merge with the other school, my position would be eliminated.


Then, Erica and the other teacher began debating how two teachers could take turns to fill in the senior class curriculum. It seemed impossible no matter what they did. So I raised my hand.


“I’ll do it.”


All of them looked at me with surprised eyes.


“I wanted to have some challenges. I will learn Japanese more rapidly, and I will do my best to make my classes as effective as possible. Unlike my JET peers throughout Japan, I am a licensed Massachusetts teacher.”


I was more surprised than anybody here to hear myself say that, since this position would make it even harder to leave Hime. Still, I thought that this would give me the challenge I needed. It would alleviate my pain.


The principal and the other two English teachers seemed relieved. Even though the English teachers hadn’t liked my first creative proposal, they didn’t oppose my idea this time. The principal immediately gave me the discretion to make classes more creative and fun as long as I stuck to the curriculum.


After the meeting, I called Judy, and she congratulated my move. I preemptively said, “I still need to find out the way to get out of this town.”


I explained that I had already increased my daily quota of direct email solicitations.


Instead of scolding my desire to leave Hime, Judy seemed to think that praising my proactive attitude would make me want to spread more roots in this city.


“When it comes to teaching, you are such a professional and you have my continuous respect.”


“I just can’t let children be disadvantaged because of the adults’ world, my mundane life, or the senior teacher’s illness.”


When I examined the textbooks for the senior classes, I found that I would be teaching more serious English, longer sentences, and more complicated grammar.


It was a positive surprise that starting from ‘This is a pen’, in two years, they have come to subjunctive past perfect. By the summer, they would even train in cumulative syntax.


As I began the senior classes, it seemed to work much better than I expected. The senior students reacted to me very seriously and listened to me well. I started feeling more excited when I walked into the classroom in the morning.


I got some relief for my pain, but I still had to get out of the sinking city of Hime. I would keep doing my best for the students, but I had to find seeds for my future. I didn’t want to go back to the same teaching job in America when I finished the JET program in a year. I needed to come across something, and I knew there was no something in this city.
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An incident happened two days later.


In late afternoon, I was watching my school’s baseball practice like usual. It was a good way to kill time after school. As a boy hit a foul ball, I noticed several of our senior students go into the back corner of the building. They were pushing a young boy, around ten years old, and nudging him with their elbows. I had been in a teaching job long enough to know when something wasn’t right.


I went over there, trying not to make a sound. Sure enough, I found the students were bullying a fourth grade student. They said something, and when the boy talked back to them, they kicked his legs or punched his stomach.


“Hey, stop it! What are you doing?” I said in Japanese.


Everyone turned to me, surprised. In every school, there is always a spot that teachers’ eyes would never reach. That’s where kids harass other kids, smoke, or drink. Sometimes, they did things that were even worse. I had been there, done that. In Boston, I couldn’t ignore my inner voice, and I directed myself to their hidden spot. I found some students doing wrong, and reprimanded them fairly.


In Boston, I was supposed to report everything to the school compliance office, but I didn’t always do that. I confronted the kids, and if they had just committed a light offense, I gave them a warning and didn’t report it. Just like a traffic cop sometimes gives a verbal warning without issuing a citation. On the other hand, if I saw some ugly bullying or some other deeply troubling activity, I reported them, and they got kicked out.


Parents in Boston accused me of playing judge and jury when that should have been the school’s job, but I didn’t care. I had to be reasonable and fair. There were some small offenses that weren’t worth reporting, but my school in Boston had zero tolerance, and even a student who committed a small offense would have been kicked out. That’s wrong.


The students in front of me had dark eyes, and I instantly felt that they had repeatedly bullied this little boy, who I assumed went to the elementary school next door.


I said, “What are your names? You are seniors, aren’t you? Which is your home class?”


They understood me and talked back to me in a wild tone. I had to make a judgement if I should go back to the teachers’ room and seek help from peers or if I should confront them myself.


I chose the latter and looked at them carefully. I pulled up my iPhone, started recording what they were saying, and shot pictures of them. Teaching in both good and bad areas of Boston, I had learned that the way students talk back to teachers reflects the level of the control of the school. These kids were not too bad. They just wanted to rebel.


They raised their voices, and I realized that they were testing me. This was the only chance for a teacher to show the proper authority. If the teacher didn’t do it right then, it would take them a year to regain their control over the students.


“You kicked and punched that boy. Explain why.” I raised my voice, speaking in English this time. I had inherited a healthy set of vocal cords from my grandpa. He still had the loudest voice of all my relatives, and I was the second loudest even though I was the thinnest. I had never lost a shouting match.


They said something louder while shaking their heads, meaning they didn’t understand English.


I continued speaking to them in a loud, authoritative voice. They didn’t seem to know what to do. I had already decided to simply let them go. But since I was doing that, I had to show my anger at their actions. Four fifteen-year-olds bullying a ten-year-old boy is not acceptable.


“Get away from here. If you do that again, I will go to the principal’s office and kick your asses out,” I said, half in Japanese and half in English.


“I have no freaking idea who your parents are or who your uncles or grandfathers are and how many political ties they have got with the school district. But I don’t give a damn. I have kicked out the grandson of a Massachusetts senator and the granddaughter of the attorney general,” I said, reviving the distasteful memories. Thinking of those times helped me yell at the boys. “I’ve been trained well. If you are forced out, you are out. Then you have to ride on a bus or ride a bike to a different school! Got it? This is not acceptable in my school.”


I pointed out the exit with my finger. They saw my rage and they dropped all of their rebellious will.


“Do you understand me? By the way, you haven’t told me your names, but that doesn’t mean that I don’t know you. You are Taro Suzuki, Koji Hayashi, Osamu Ishida, and Masa Koda.”


Their eyes widened. I knew they thought I wouldn’t remember their faces since I had just started the senior English classes two days ago. With my photographic memory, one day was enough for me to match names to faces.


They ran away. I approached the fourth grader and asked if he was all right with my horrible Japanese. The boy nodded. I looked over his face quickly to make sure that nothing swollen or bleeding. Once I saw that he was okay, the boy left.


I exhaled deeply, happy that my Japanese made sense to those boys. As I calmed down, I realized that when I was talking to the boys, I had called the school “my school.”
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As my solo-English class was working fine, I gained a good momentum. My students had a great attitude, and for the first time, I felt deeply respected by them.


One day, when I came back to my apartment, I found a letter from my mom in the mailbox. After my biological parents had died, my dad’s brother and his wife had adopted me, and they always treated me like their own daughter. After a few years of living with them, I had started calling them Mom and Dad, which made my aunt cry the first time she heard it.


Mom told me that, unfortunately, the contention between Grandpa and Dad continued. Dad worried about Grandpa getting injured on the ocean, and Grandpa told Dad to leave him alone.


I Skyped Mom.


“Hey, baby. Wow, I can see my daughter in Japan live, full on the screen, anytime I want!”


“We did this before, Mom. So, is Dad still mad at Grandpa?”


“He sure is. See, the local fishery association firmly encourages fishermen to wear lifejackets. But nobody wears them. People have to work on the deck, and they have to be speedy. The lifejacket slows them down. Your dad hates such noncompliance.”


My biological father had hated it too.


“I remember Grandpa said, ‘It’s like working in a McDonald’s kitchen with ski gear,” I told Mom. “‘It just doesn’t work. Nobody gives a shit if you fall. I don’t give a shit if I fall. That’s the way this men’s club works.’ He said it’s his life.”


“I know, honey. But at the same time, if something happens, everyone would blame your dad, letting Grandpa continue fishing. Your aunts would have stopped speaking to him if they learned that Grandpa fell overboard last month.”


“It seems like Grandpa is having the best relationship with you, Mom.”


“Oh, god. I am doing my best.” She rolled her eyes and laughed hard. “How’s your teaching going?”


“It’s interesting. They’re fourteen or fifteen years old, but the language I use is more limited than the fourth graders in Boston. Teaching English to foreign students is a totally different experience.”


“Are they serious?”


“Oh, yeah. They are all serious in English, especially when we have an exam coming up. Many students come and visit me at lunchtime or after hours for questions. They know the grammar well. Some students have started speaking very well, and they’re excited to try out their English on me.”


“The real games are a lot more fun than the spring training.”


“Good metaphor, Mom.”


I didn’t tell my mom about all the other, boring parts of my life.


In the last week, in addition to my daily email solicitations, I reached out to several English teachers in the JET program on the phone. I realized that I had to sell this village to those candidates much more passionately.


“It’s May, still chilly. As chilly as Boston, but the sky is clear, and the slight ocean breeze feels nice,” I told Mom, making sure to use a positive tone. “The combination of blue sky, blue ocean, and the snow covering the mountains is unbelievably gorgeous.”


“Shoot as many pictures as you can for me, sweetheart. Are you eating okay?”


“I started going out to local restaurants, and I’ve been seeking out local food, mainly seafood. I’ve been going to one restaurant, Bamboo Sushi, very often. I remember all the sushi I’ve ever eaten, but this sushi tasted far better than any memories I had. The owner said the freshness of the fish greatly attributes to the taste of sushi. He said he was surprised that I could tell him the name of the fish off the top of my head by just looking at the meat.”


We talked about our shared interest, food, for another twenty minutes. For a while, I let go of my complex feeling toward the town and let myself enjoy talking about all the things I liked about Hime. But then, I couldn’t help but mention some of that bothered me in Hime.


“The language barrier is big, and it blocks me from getting to know the people in this town, not to mention the cultural difference.”


“Don’t rush, Lindsey. You sound as if you want to leave Hime.” Her gut feelings were always right. “But all fishery villages are like that. I’ve been to Gloucester, Portsmouth, and Rockport, and they are the same. Even fishermen communities in big cities like Long Beach or New Orleans are the same. It takes time to be accepted in a fishermen community. But once you are accepted, the bond with the locals gets very strong. It’s like getting accepted into a closed club.”


“Okay, okay, Mom. Don’t preach to me over the Pacific Ocean.”


Even though Mom made some good points, I was still determined to move out of the city. I just need to find a way to do it without sacrificing the kids’ education.


I decided to take some pictures of the sunrise over the ocean for Mom. Mom used to be a commercial vessel salesperson, and my dad was still a vessel engineer. They met at the Commercial Marine Expo. She was a natural born, die-hard sociable saleswoman, and my father was the opposite: a stubborn engineer who liked computers more than human beings.


She loved to see the sunrise or sunset over the ocean, and she took pictures of it wherever she went to shores or beaches. She framed them and used them to decorate her house.


I rode my bike to the Toyama Bay. I had found a great spot on the seashore the other day. There were some big rocks on the beach, near the shoreline, and I climbed up one and sat on top. I could see the beautiful view of tall mountains, called the Tateyama Mountains, where the 1998 winter Olympics were held. It was now a ski resort that many Japanese people went to.


The gorgeous part of this was that Hime sat on the west side of Toyama Bay, which was half-moon shaped. So, looking east, I could see those mountains very clearly beyond the Sea of Japan. It looked like the mountains were floating on the sea. The mountains were also still covered with white-silver snow, reflecting on the ocean.


It was still half-dark and chilly. I brought whiskey to keep me warm while I waited for the sunrise. It worked perfectly. I gently played some smooth jazz from my iPhone and sipped whiskey. Finally, the tip of the sun appeared on the horizon, illuminating the dark sky. The orange light even illuminated the white snow on top of the Tateyama Mountains beyond the dark ocean. It was the most beautiful sunrise I had ever seen.


This was going to be the best scenery picture for Mom. I stood up and got the camera ready. But the rock was slippery, and as I stood, I lost my footing. I fell off the rock, hitting my head hard. I was thrown into the sea.


The last thing I saw before I lost consciousness was the water rising over my head.
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I drifted between consciousness and unconsciousness, lost in what I could only describe as footage from my life. I wasn’t sure if I could call it a dream since it was so real, and I knew I couldn’t end this footage by simply opening up my eyelids.


I was fishing with my grandpa in the ocean near New Bedford, Massachusetts. His boat smashed into something, and Grandpa forced me to wear a lifejacket. There was only one lifejacket stuffed underneath the captain’s chair, and it was dusty and covered in old coffee stains. I refused to wear it, and I shouted that I was young and a good swimmer. I tried to make Grandpa take it, but he yelled until I finally obeyed him. He was as mad as I was, but his voice was louder.


The water poured onto the deck and into the fish tank, engine room, and cabin. As water filled the boat, it started to sink farther and farther into the water. Finally, the boat was totally underneath the water. Before that, Grandpa simply smiled and said, “Do whatever you want to do in your long life, Lindsey. Just don’t let anybody define your life.”


I opened my eyes and screamed for Grandpa.


When I calmed down, I realized that I was staring up at a white ceiling rather than the brown ceiling in my apartment. Then, I realized that I was in a hospital bed, and when I tried to move, excruciating pain shot through my head, shoulders, and elbows. The pain seemed to go through my entire body.


I screamed for help.


There was a nurse call button hanging on the bed rim. I pushed hard, and a nurse came. She explained everything she knew. I fell from the rock and became unconscious, but a woman saw me fall. She called the Hime fishery association and asked for an ambulance. The fishery association radioed all the fishermen who were out at sea, and the nearest fisherman rushed over and rescued me. At the shore, they put me in an ambulance and took me to the hospital.


The nurse gently scolded me for the substantial level of alcohol in my blood. “You shouldn’t get near the water if you have alcohol in your system. Moreover, it was still dark, usually nobody would have been around. You were very lucky.”


“I’m sorry.”


After the nurse was gone, I heard a knock at the door.


“Come in,” I said in hesitant Japanese.


When the door opened, I saw the fourth grader who I had rescued from his junior high school bullies.


“Konnichi wa,” he said.


I said the same thing.


Then, he said something in English, but I couldn’t get it. So I said something in Japanese, but he seemed not to get it. After the bullying incident, I had done some research on the boy. I had thought that the boys bullied him because they thought he was from the neighboring Itokawa prefecture. But it turned out, he was actually from a different neighboring prefecture, Niigata. I heard that the animosity between Itokawa and Toyama ran deep and wide. Even junior high schoolers had biased thoughts against each other. This animosity went back to the samurai era, when Itokawa suppressed Toyama.


We stared at each other for a long moment, and then we laughed. His eyes were round like a teddy bears’.


He gave me something wrapped by a big cloth.


“What is it?” I said, but then I noticed a note attached to the cloth:




My name is Ichiro Yamada. This is my brother, Satoshi. Thank you for saving him from the bully the other day. I wanted to thank you in person, but I apologize that I have failed to do so out of my busy work schedule. I hope this will make you feel better.





It was a big Tupperware. When I unsealed the top, a spicy, rich scent rose up to my nose. I immediately knew what it was.


“Chili! Thank you!”


I shook hands with Satoshi.


Satoshi grinned, looking satisfied.


It was a wonderful soup with lots of grinded meat and red chili beans. It was perhaps the first real American food I had eaten since I got to Hime.


I felt myself getting stronger as I ate the hearty soup.


After the boy left, I wondered how he knew where to find me. I asked the nurse when she came to my room, and she told me that Satoshi’s brother was the fisherman who saved me and gave me an emergency blood transfusion.


“Blood transfusion?”


“Your scar is rather light and shallow. But you were bleeding for a long time and almost to death.”
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For two days, I was kept in the hospital, where I was poked and prodded and tested. Finally, the doctors said that I was well enough to get released. After a couple more days of rest at home, I was ready to go back to work. I hoped work would be relaxing, but that wasn’t the case.


A few days after I got back to school, the gymnastics teacher came to my desk. His nickname was Kong since he was a former college Sumo wrestling champion. There were four students behind him: Satoshi’s bullies.


“Lindsey san,” Kong said in a very friendly tone, reminding me of a used car salesman in Boston.


“Good morning. Just Lindsey is fine.”


“Okay, Lindsey. Do you know these kids?” He grabbed the neck of the student closest to him. Before I answered, I stood up and took a good look at those four faces. I was trying to see if they had marks from physical reprimands. I saw several red patches on their cheeks. It was obvious—these students had been hit by Kong, probably with open palms. My blood boiled—I had no tolerance for physical violence.


“Yes, I do. I also remember that they didn’t have these marks on their cheeks when I last saw them,” I said. The teachers around me immediately stopped chatting.


“Wow, you don’t have to be so argumentative, Lindsey.” He laughed, but it was clearly fake. “Let me explain the situation: I spotted some other students bullying some elementary boys. I beat the crap out of them. But they said it wasn’t fair because when their buddies did the same thing, they didn’t receive any reprimands. I hate excuses. I hate rotten girly weeping excuses. These are the bullies’ buddies. I asked these kids what happened, and they confessed. So, I just gave them a fair share—”


“You can’t call it a fair share,” I said. “That’s not funny.”


Kong frowned, but he pushed the bitterness out of his face, and tried hard to laugh again.


“Lindsey, relax. We are a team.”


“Teamwork is only effective when the members share the same philosophy.”


“You don’t understand the way this school works.” His fleshy face hardened, and his tiny eyes became even smaller.


I didn’t back off. The dark memories of my Boston teaching era came back and poured oil onto my fire.


“Why did you hit them?” I said, raising my voice so it was even louder than Kong’s.


“I did the right thing. Kids forget things easily. But with this, they will remember.” He raised his open palm, his fingers straight and shaking with anger. It felt like a threat. I stood up taller, tensing my shoulders, ready for a fight.


“Some kids will forget easily, some kids will remember until they die. You can’t just generalize it.” I grabbed his hand and brought it down. I felt many eyeballs in the room on my hand. Everybody held their breath.


“I have more experience, twice as much as you.” He raised his hand again, open palm still shaking.


“That’s a crime, isn’t it? You hit them. That’s called battery.” I hit his open palm with my open palm. The sharp sound echoed loudly.


“What are you doing?” Kong said.


“The boys who you hit must have felt ten times as much pain as that. Ouch, huh? You have committed a crime, that’s what I mean.” I knew I shouldn’t say these things in front of the students, but I couldn’t stop.


Memories of Boston were truly coming back to me. I now saw the ceiling stains in the staff room, heard the ridiculously loud bell for the start of the class, and smelled the strong sanitization from the janitor’s closet. Every corner of my Boston school loomed in front of me.


“Who do you think you are? Things don’t work the same here as they do in America. You have to punish kids, otherwise they won’t learn. It was not battery. It was an open palm, and it was a weak, healthy tap. If you want to be truly responsible for these kids’ futures, you should give them a punishment.”


The four students stared at the tips of their shoes. To retain professional respect and authority, teachers shouldn’t argue in front of students. But in Boston, my peers didn’t wait either. If they got mad, they argued, no matter who was watching.


“I have read the entire teachers’ manual, and I didn’t see any section saying that.”


“Teachers’ manual? Fuck the teachers’ manual. Nobody cares. This is called common sense.”


Some male teachers who had been waiting for the right moment to intervene tried to step in between us, but they were pushed back by Kong’s swinging arms.


“Interesting. So in your sumo wrestling world, do you go by the rules or common sense?” I said.


“Stop saying stupid things. It’s irrelevant.” He stepped closer, his big face looming over me.


“Stop saying nonsense.” I stepped in closer. There was only a fist-sized distance between his face and mine. We were like boxers staring at each other in the ring before the fight. Some teachers were speaking, trying to stop us. But we completely ignored them.


“I don’t believe that teachers in your old school followed the spectacular teachers’ manual. All I’ve heard is that you guys have more problems than us. Here, some students do smoke or drink, but they don’t do drugs or bring guns to the school. We don’t even have a school police or security.”


“So since you don’t have school police, you think you should be the police officer?”


“I’m not saying that at all. You are just being unreasonable and outrageous. See, if you have a loose grip on students out of your cheap humanity, you may be able to feel good about yourself. But the reality is you are simply ignoring the bad ideas growing in the kids’ minds.”


“Look. I don’t shut my mouth when I see violence. A teacher physically reprimanding their students is just sick.”


“Whether it is wrong or not depends on—”


“Depends on what? The principal’s judgment? Then you and I should go to his room and ask him.”


He then yelled some derogatory words I didn’t understand. I yelled back at him. His eyes failed to hide his surprise—they revealed that nobody had ever shouted back at him.


Suddenly, the teachers surrounding us stepped aside and made a path. The principal walked through, his face red. He stretched his arms and stepped between Kong and me.


“What are you doing here? Classes have already started. What? All of you.” As the teachers quickly left, the principal stared at Kong, and then me. “I don’t want to ever hear about my teachers fighting again. Next time, there will be a punishment. Got it? Now just go to class. Go!”
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My argument against Kong seemed to have shocked all the students. Every class I went to, I was treated as a hero. I knew I shouldn’t look too proud about what I’d done, since the students would think that yelling at a colleague was okay, so I just ignored their questions and told them to open their textbooks. Then, we went through my creative curriculum.


I personally thought that the Japanese textbook for English was a little too formal and rigid with grammar. I told the students to forget about the rules for a while, and I instructed them to immerse themselves with day-to-day English until they dreamed in English. With the internet, the students had millions of English materials available. They could watch past presidential debates, sports, cooking shows, dramas, or the news.


“Guys, if you pull up any American English video from You-Tube, you’ll see that the speaker’s words are full of grammar issues, errors, and wrong uses of vocabulary. But at least it flows smoothly. You want to click with somebody in your conversation. If you do, you have more joy. And if you have more joy, you’ll be able to speak more effectively.”


When my students got tired, we took a break from stumbling through English conversations. For fun, I had the students ask me any trivial question about the Red Sox, and I answered every one of them correctly.


After our break, I said, “I want you to connect yourself with anything in America. Whatever you like. That will help you memorize more vocabulary, instead of reading SAT prep books.”


It almost never happened in Japanese schools, but I forced them to speak to the person sitting next to them in English and talk about local things they were proud of, such as mountains, fish, rice, flowers, sweets, festivals, or traditional dances. Also, I had them start writing to their favorite American movie stars. One boy wrote to Chris Evans, saying he was a big fan of Captain America, and another girl wrote to Jennifer Lawrence and explained how much she loved the Hunger Games franchise.


My effort to find a person who would swap positions with me had brought no success so far. The more conversations I had with them, the more I realized that every person in the JET program had clear goals for their time in Japan and beyond. Everyone saw the clear picture of their career path. I felt more pressure to figure out where I wanted to go next. Otherwise, I would ruin my life.
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One early morning, Erica and I were having coffee in her classroom, preparing for the day’s lessons.


“I’ve been getting positive feedback from students about your lessons,” she said as she flipped through her planner.


“Thank you, Erica. That means a lot to me.”


“I will try to copy what you do,” she said, smiling. “Also, you are learning Japanese amazingly quickly. I’m impressed.”


“The more I learn Japanese, the more fun I get out of it.”


“I know you have read several books. What else do you do?”


“I go to Bamboo Sushi almost every other day, and the owner and his wife have become good teachers. I’ve also gone out of my way to try and speak to strangers. I use new words every day. People become much friendlier when they know I can communicate in Japanese.”


From our window, I could see the elementary school building. I thought of Satoshi, the bullied boy. At the hospital, I gave Satoshi a thank you note to take to his brother Ichiro with my phone number and email address. Since then, we had exchanged some emails, and I had asked to meet him in person so I could thank him for fishing me from the sea and giving me his blood.


One day, I finally visited his pier. It was next to the Hime Fishery Association’s huge auction market. At the pier, nobody spoke English. Nobody met my eyes. But when I said the name of the boat, people kindly pointed out the direction.


There, I saw a man untangling the fishing rope on his boat.


“Hello,” I said loudly to be heard over the breezy air and the rumble of engines.


“How are you, Thatcher san?”


“You still remember my face?”


“You are the only American in this town.”


“Yeah, right.” I looked up at the clear blue sky and laughed.


“Thank you for your note,” Ichiro said. “I have never seen such beautiful cursive in my life.”


“Thank you. It’s nice when a man compliments a woman on something other than their looks.”


He smiled gently, and his face was open and welcoming. He wore blue hard-vinyl fishing gear with water resistant boots. And strangely, he had on a baseball cap with the Kansas City Royals’ logo. His thick handwriting had made me think he was a big guy. He was tall, but rather skinny. Yet, as he was hauling the ropes, I saw that his biceps had tight muscles.


“How are you feeling?” Ichiro asked.


“Good. The doctor said the scar will be totally gone in six months.”


He smiled. “Do you want to come aboard? I’ll move the boat closer for you.” He started pulling the boat’s rope so that the boat was much closer to the pier.


“No worries,” I said as I jumped over easily.


“Wow.”


“I used to do this all the time when I was a little kid. Every summer vacation, I visited a fishing town.”


“Oh, yeah? Where?”


“My grandpa’s place. A city called New Bedford.”


“I know where that is. That’s the number one commercial fishery port in America, right?”


“Yes, but the competition is always tough, especially with Alaska. By the way, thank you very much for the chili, it reminded me of the hearty food they serve to fishermen in New Bedford. And …” I paused, suddenly feeling shy. “Ichiro san, thank you so much for saving my life.”


“You are welcome, Thatcher san. Call me Ichiro. And thank you again for saving my brother.”


“You’re welcome too. Call me Lindsey. Your English is very good, by the way. Where did you learn it?”


“It’s not good at all, but I grew up in a small town called Tokamachi in Niigata prefecture, next to Toyama prefecture. My high school had a teacher just like you, a JET program participant from Kansas City. So I had a big advantage over regular high school students.”


When I heard ‘a big advantage,’ the words stuck in my heart. I was trying to be creative at the school to help my students enjoy learning English, and I felt I was doing a somewhat good job. But I had never felt that I was providing ‘a big advantage’ to my students.


“I see. I now understand why you are wearing a Royals’ baseball cap.”


“I guess you are a Red Sox fan with the big ‘B’ mark on your jacket.”


“Sure thing.”


We were both quiet for a moment, and I took the opportunity to look around Ichiro’s boat. His boat was a bit smaller than my grandpa’s. Grandpa’s fishing method was called bottom trawling. He trawls a big net almost at the bottom of the bay of New Bedford and catches ground fish, so he equips a big winch to pull the net back.


Ichiro didn’t have a winch.


Thinking about Grandpa’s boat reminded me of a conversation Erica and I had had about the current contention between Toyama prefecture and Itokawa prefecture’s fisheries. This contention was strongest between Hime and its neighboring city, Nanae. Toyama and Itokawa both had their own water jurisdictions in Toyama Bay. Itokawa was lucky enough to have the entrance of the bay in their jurisdiction. Because of that, Itokawa strategically licensed more bottom trawling vessels, and they caught an enormous volume of fish coming into Toyama Bay before they reached Hime’s jurisdiction. They were abusing their location advantage, but there was nothing Hime could do about it.


“You operate this boat by yourself?” I asked.


“Yes. I do the hooks and lines method. I used to work for a large ship that traveled around the world. They provided a good wage, but not many people can go on boats for that long, especially if they have a family. And because you can’t spend money when you are on the sea, it’s a good way to save up. I always wanted to become independent. I saved my money and bought this boat. Some people hire one person to operate the boat too, but I am good with just doing it by myself.”


“What do you fish?”


“Well, I catch many kinds of fish, but I target this kind.”


He pulled a red fish out of his cooler, about twenty inches long.


“Oh, red snapper? It’s a beautiful color.”


“It does look like a red snapper, doesn’t it? But it’s not. It’s called a golden eyes snapper.”


As he talked, he washed a golden eyes snapper, removed the scale, and cut it into three parts with his knife. Then, he sliced them thinly and made sashimi for us. It was a rather wild cut and wasted a lot of the meat. But it was the freshest sashimi I’d ever eaten. Then, he boiled water on a hot plate with miso and the rest of the body of the snapper. The miso soup with the condensed flavor of the snapper made the best, freshest bouillabaisse I had ever had.


“Wow, this is incredibly delicious. Thank you.”


As we ate, we talked more about fisheries.


Ichiro said, “In general, Japanese fisheries are suffering. The fishing volume is declining big time. What is worse is we’re catching smaller fish than we used to.”


“I heard you’ve had limitations put on how much you’re allowed to catch.”


“You know a lot about the fishing industry.”


“About half of the teachers at my school are related in some way to the fishery here. I heard that Toyama and Itokawa are trying to implement an Individual Transferable Quota together instead of a total allowable catch. But two independent prefectures’ working together is always difficult.”


“Impressive.”


“Erica mentioned that. Her sister’s husband is a fisherman here.”


“Oh, that’s right. His name is Hideki. He operates a bottom trawling vessel. Sails out a longer distance within Toyama Bay.”


“Do you know how the Individual Transferable Quota works?” I asked.


“Basically, every fisherman receives an individual quota for the fishery volume. If you go over, you will be fined. Also, you can transfer the portion of your quota to another fisherman for money.”


“With ITQ, everything is going to be just fine? It’s just a matter of getting two independent governments to work together?”


“Not quite. ITQ is the best choice, but it’s far from perfect. The quota has to come from the total cap, but the right cap is such a moving target to pursue. Nobody is 100 percent sure about the real stock volume. The realization comes in too late sometimes. For example, 25 percent of all canned tuna consumed in the main land of the US is produced in American Samoa. And almost 100 percent of the tuna produced in Hawaii is consumed on the main land. Yet, Samoa and Hawaii have imposed historically low quotas this year, so many fishermen are out of a job.”


“It sounds very harsh.”


“Still, ITQ is probably the only answer, and it’s good that prefectural governments are going to implement it to nurture the fish. I’m just saying that people are afraid of change, and there’s going to be a huge negative financial impact on all fishermen here, just like what happened to Samoa or Hawaii.”


“I know what you mean. You have to wait until the child fish becomes an adult to bore the baby fish. That time lag makes fishermen suffer. My grandpa always used to tell me that.”


“Right. Take Alaskan red king crab for example. In two regions in Alaska, they now see an increasing abundance. The stock is coming back to where it used to be. Or, there’s Monterey, California, which used to be a huge sardine producer in the early twentieth century. By 1950, their fishing industry had collapsed due to extreme overfishing.”


“I read a book about that, Cannery Row by John Steinbeck.”


“That’s exactly where it was. The Cannery Row was forced to close in the 1970s, but they implemented one of the toughest marine conservation regulations in the nation. And their stock has improved dramatically. They went from catching 25,000 pounds of fish in 1993 to 3.4 million pounds in 2000. Our fishing town is in danger, just like Cannery Row. But if we do it right and endure the suffering, maybe we will be able to see the light at the end of the tunnel in three to five years.”


I wanted to ask how he felt about Itokawa’s unethical tactic of putting more trawling vessels at the entrance of Toyama Bay to raise this year’s fishery volume so that the quota next year would be favored toward Itokawans. But before I could ask, the fishery association paged Ichiro.


“I have to go, my receipt is ready for me to pick up.”


“What’s that?” I asked.


“In Hime, fishermen just catch the fish. Then, we ask the fishery association to sell our fish at the live auction. Once the auction is finished, we go back to the association, and they give us a receipt showing how much our fish sold for.”


“I see. I’ll let you go. Let’s talk more. I’ve been trying to mostly speak Japanese these days, but speaking English with you gives me a nice break.”


“I enjoyed the conversation, too. Let’s do another seafood lunch on my boat again. See you soon, Lindsey.”


“See you, Ichiro.”


Ichiro stood, but then he hesitated. “Ah, one more thing—”


“What?”


“Please don’t quit Hime Junior High School.”


I stared at him, too surprised to speak. “Who told you I am quitting?”


“This is a very small town. I hear all the rumors. Both the students and teachers like you very much.”
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