
It was the end of summer.  And summer in Kagoshima was a lot different than Hokkaido.

He’d read about it, but experiencing it was very different.  Here, summer meant rain.  It rained every day, but not all day every day, with nearly constant showers and thunderstorms in the afternoon.  Hokkaido was very dry during the summer, which made it that much more enjoyable since it gave everyone as much time as possible to enjoy summer’s warmth.  But here, he supposed, the tradeoff for very mild winters was the hottest part of the year also being the wettest.


Summer meant summer vacation for the students of Onnajiki, which had started at the end of the third week of June and lasted until the end of July, which was yet another example of how Onnajiki operated differently than other schools in the country.  For the rich kids that attended Onnajiki, summer break was the time for vacations with their families, to go to retreats or go abroad, and the vast majority of the students would clear out of Kagoshima and head home.  That included Chihaya, who had gone to Tokyo to spend summer vacation with her family, as was her annual ritual.  But for Kato, summer break meant that he’d had the opportunity to earn more money, to work more hours at the warehouse and try to build up some savings.  He’d been working 45 hours a week for the last month, working full time hours to cover for the other workers who were going on their own vacations.  He’d gotten in even more hours than that by working unscheduled overtime, so he’d managed to put back a decent amount of money in their savings to hedge against any potential future emergencies.


Chihaya had been gone for over a month, and Kato was honestly surprised that he felt her absence.  He thought that he’d be overjoyed that she was gone, but he found that in a strange way, he actually missed her.  When not in school, when not in public, Chihaya acted differently.  She wasn’t nearly as combative and hostile to him when they were in private, as if she didn’t have to uphold her reputation as the school’s badass butting heads with the guy that everyone in school considered the top badass.  And how he got that reputation was completely beyond him.  So, in school, in public, Chihaya was almost always at his throat, as if to prove to the other students and herself that she was tough enough to take on the toughest guy in school.  But at home, without an audience, she was much less confrontational.  She was still grating and willful, but she didn’t turn everything into a fight the way she did at school.  There were times when they were at home that she was almost…pleasant.

Almost.


He’d been alone for the last two weeks.  Much as he’d hoped, Maria was invited to go on a trip with a friend of hers from school, whose family owned a beach house in Okinawa.  All she had to pay for was the plane ticket down and back, which Kato made sure they could afford.  She was due home today, and he already knew that she’d had a wonderful time from her texts and daily phone calls.  Maria was solidly entrenched in Onnajiki now, with true friends who didn’t look down at her because she was poor, because she was just so likable.  She was kind, friendly, funny, caring, and compassionate, she had the kind of personality that drew people to her, which was so very much unlike her older brother.  It was almost amazing to him that she could still be so gentle and open after how she was treated by that foster family, that she could still smile and trust others after they abused her so horribly.  What happened to Maria had probably scarred him more than her, because he felt responsible for her having to go through that hell.  For Maria, it was over, it was in the past, and she had found the strength and courage to move on, to not let it destroy her life.  But Kato couldn’t let it go.  He couldn’t trust anyone who said they were his friend, that they wanted to help, because of what people who said those very same things did to him, did to his sister.  The social people said they wanted to help, then they put her in that house with those two monsters, and then refused to pull her out, even after Kato had undeniable proof that his sister was being abused.  They made her stay there to protect themselves, so they didn’t have to endure the humiliation of having one of their charges being abused under their watch.  They turned a blind eye to it because it would hurt their careers if they intervened, driving Kato to kidnap his own sister and very nearly beat the foster parents to death when they tried to stop him, in order to save her from her abusers.

Kato locked the door and started for the train station, carrying two umbrellas as he went down the stairs, then nodded to the doorman as he opened the door for him and let him out.  He was going to the airport to pick up Maria, whose plane would be landing in about half an hour.  He could say that he was fully used to living in the apartment now, and he couldn’t deny that he really liked it here.  The building managers were helpful and friendly, the two security men that worked in the lobby were both professional and attentive, and the neighborhood was a very good place to live.  He’d gotten used to having his own room, to having an actual bed, though he still felt that it was too soft even after sleeping on it for three months.  It was pretty tight living with them paying that much in rent between him and Chihaya, but neither she nor them really minded all that much.  Chihaya had been right; it was worth eating instant noodles from time to time to live in a really nice apartment.  The two of them were able to cover the rent and the bills, and they had enough left over to put food on the table.  Things were tight a few times over the last three months, but they hadn’t gone hungry or suffered.  They were happy in the apartment, and that was all that really mattered.

He walked to the train station and went to the upper platform, which was different from their school commute, and almost immediately the train that went to the airport pulled into the station.  He stepped in and took a seat, sending Maria a text that she’d read when they were back on the ground telling her that he’d be there on time, and then rode for nearly twenty minutes as the train wound through eastern Kagoshima on the way to the airport, which was on the edge of the city.  The train station was just off the main terminal of the airport, so he didn’t have to go far to find out which gate Maria’s plane would be using.  He walked down to the security checkpoint, the closest he could get, and stood within sight of the walkway and simply waited.


He didn’t have to wait long.  Maria was at the vanguard of a group of people walking out from the gates, and she waved vigorously as he stepped away from the wall and nearly broke into a run.  He folded her into a powerful hug when she reached him.  “Big brother!” she gushed in Portuguese.  “I’m so happy to see you!”


“And me you, Mia.  Was the plane ride better than the ride down?”  Her ride down had hit turbulence, which was a little scary for her.  After all, it was only the second time she’d ever been on a plane.


“Much better,” she laughed as he put his hands on her shoulders and looked down at her.  Her skin was an even deeper bronze color, which meant she’d spent a lot of time out in the sun, which made the stark contrast with her molten gold hair even more striking.  She was also wearing new clothes, which she must have bought in Okinawa, a tank top with a design on the front and a pair of stylish shorts, with a pair of sneakers.


“Look at this tan, you little beach bum,” he teased.


She laughed.  “Sairu’s house was right on the beach, brother!  We were on the beach every day!”


“I know, you sent me enough pictures, silly,” he teased.  “Let’s get your suitcase and head home.”


They picked up her suitcase, and then they were on the train to go home.  He listened as she told him all about the last couple of days of her vacation, the parts she hadn’t told him yet, and that was more than long enough for them to get back to the house before she was done.  One thing that he noticed was that Maria didn’t so much as let go of his hand since the airport, which was an indication that it was a little scarier than she’d been letting on for her to be alone, especially for that long.  He’d had to soothe her a few times over the phone when homesickness and separation anxiety got the best of her, but to her credit, she managed to conquer her fear and stick it out for the entire three weeks that she was Sairu’s guest.  He’d texted Sairu without Maria knowing and told her that Maria had never been alone like that before, away from her family, so she may suffer bouts of homesickness.  And Sairu had come through like a champ and had been a very gracious and attentive host.

And she did have fun, so all in all, he felt that the trip was a very good thing for her.


Maria was the first of two welcome home reunions they’d have today, because Chihaya was scheduled to return to Kagoshima late this afternoon.  Kato and Maria were going to meet her at the airport, and they wanted to have dinner as close to ready as they could get it so she could come home and get something to eat.  The rush back to Kagoshima today was part of a general busy travel day across all of Japan, because it was the Saturday before school started back up, and this was the day that many students returned from summer vacations so they could have a day of rest before starting the new term on Monday.  Planes all across Japan were filled with an abnormally large proportion of teenagers and families, who were wrapping up summer vacation and preparing to return to work and school.  Maria had flown in from Okinawa today, and Chihaya would be flying in from Tokyo tonight…though she hadn’t spent much time there.  According to her texts, almost as soon as she arrived in Tokyo to start summer vacation, her family had gone on holiday in Thailand.  She’d returned to Tokyo a few days ago, and had fumed over texts at how much she hated being in the house with her parents and siblings.  Chihaya didn’t like her family all that much for some reason, so she found having to visit them to be annoying.  At least when they were on holiday, she could separate herself from them somewhat, but when they were at home in Tokyo, she was more or less stuck in the house with them, forced to do whatever it was that they wanted to do.

This Kato found strange, because Chihaya was the youngest of four, with two older brothers and an older sister.  And yet she seemed to harbor some kind of deep-seated animosity towards her family…all of them.  And she wouldn’t tell him why.  Any time he dared broach the subject, she either went off on him or stormed out of the room.


So, no doubt that Chihaya would be very happy to be back in Kagoshima.


He let Maria unpack and settle in a little bit, then he listened as she told him all about her three week adventure in Okinawa as they started doing the prep work for a welcome home dinner, from daily sessions on the beach to attending the summer festival to going out on a boat with Sairu and her parents so they could deep sea fish, which was a passion of Sairu’s father.  She’d had a lot of fun, and Sairu and her family had been very good to her, treating her with kindness and dignity despite her being poor.


Every family with students attending Onnajiki knew that Maria and Kato were poor, because of the Prime Minister.  He had indeed had the press release a story about them as an example of the success of his government’s school reform law, which revealed to everyone that Kato and Maria had managed to find success in Japan despite being poor and being the orphaned children of immigrants who were more or less stuck here because they had nowhere else to go after their parents died, playing up the country’s kindness and generosity by taking them in when no one else would…which was total bullshit.  If they could have gotten away with it, the social people would have put them on a plane to anywhere before his father was even cold and never thought about them again.  And naturally the story said nothing about the abuse Maria suffered while in the foster care program, concealing the dark side of Japanese society, the cruelty to outsiders and the racism, from its members.  The Prime Minister had chosen him for his backstory and because both he and Maria were considered physically attractive to the Japanese because of their hair, so the story garnered much more attention; most Japanese people of both sexes had a near fetish about blond hair, which was why so many Japanese girls tried in vain to dye heir hair blond.  The story painted a picture of a pair of siblings that started with nothing and had faced tremendous adversity and hardship through their entire young lives.  And despite that, despite all that life threw at them, they both managed to get into one of the most elite academic institutions in Japan through hard work and determination.

The only thing that Kato liked about what the Prime Minister did was that it made it impossible for the board to strip either him or his sister of their scholarships, nor be able to expel them from school unless they did something truly ghastly, and that made the entire spring term nice and uneventful.  The Prime Minister had painted them into a corner in that regard.  He’d done it for his own political gain, but Kato wasn’t complaining that it also helped him and his sister.

It had changed the way many of the students interacted with Kato.  Most of them had no idea of his past, since he never talked to anyone but Taro and Chihaya, and finding out how much he’d fought and struggled to get to where he was made quite a few of his fellow students admire him…at least from a distance.  He was still aloof, nearly cold, but they didn’t take it personally anymore.  They just accepted it as Kato being Kato, that it was just who he was, and that it wasn’t personal with him.  When he did interact with other students, he was always polite, but never warm, never friendly.  The only time they ever saw any real emotion out of him was when Chihaya, who was literally almost never out of sight of him at all times while at school, aggravated him.  She was the only one that was brave enough to needle him, which never failed to get a reaction.


 And the subject of his ire at school would be home very soon…and god help him, he was looking forward to seeing her.


They got most of it done by the time they left to go meet Chihaya at the airport.  The rain had petered out over the afternoon, but they carried umbrellas anyway—which was a common sight on the streets of Kagoshima in the summer—as they rode the train back to the airport.  They waited outside the security checkpoint once they found out which gate her plane was using, and they ended up waiting a while when the plane was late to arrive.  But eventually, her plane landed, and the two of them advanced out to greet her as she came through the checkpoint.  Maria gave her a fond hug when she reached them.  “Rika!” she called happily. “I’m so happy you’re home!”


“Believe me, I’m glad to be back,” she said in her usual gruff voice, then looked up at Kato.  “Try to hug me and you die,” she declared, which made him smile slightly.


“As if,” he replied, holding his hand out.  She passed over her carry-on, and he slung it over his shoulder.  “Let’s go get your suitcases.”


She didn’t start talking about her trip until after they were home, and when she did, she unleashed.  She complained for nearly an hour, as she waited for them to finish dinner and through dinner, basically just repeating over and over how annoying her parents were and how they wouldn’t just leave her alone.  She hadn’t had much fun in Thailand, and the last three days in Tokyo had been a series of near fights with her parents, but over what, she wouldn’t say.  She finally wound down her tirade, and then decided to catch up with Maria, hearing about the parts of her vacation that she hadn’t talked about in her texts and phone calls.  Maria had been calling Chihaya nearly as often as Kato during her vacation, which wasn’t much of a surprise.  Over the last few months, Maria had looked at Chihaya more and more almost like a member of the family, like the older sister she’d never had.  And for her part, Chihaya seemed genuinely fond of Maria.

That quickly, Kato felt…like things were back to normal.  Maria was home, Chihaya was home, and the apartment didn’t feel empty anymore.  They’d had a near feast to celebrate their homecoming, as Kato dipped into the savings he’d built up over the summer.  He cleaned up and let them relax after eating, then sat on the couch and absently picked at the guitar that had been his only real splurge with his full time pay, which wasn’t easy to find because left-handed guitars weren’t very common.  But he’d managed to track one down, in a thrift shop in the northern part of the city.  And the proprietor had been quite happy to get rid of it, since it wasn’t exactly an item that sold quickly or easily.  It certainly wasn’t his father’s Gibson, but it was a serviceable guitar with a nice, rich sound.  The guitar was in good shape despite looking a bit ratty, with the bridge still solid, the frets good, and the tuning pegs still tight.  It had been well maintained in the ways that mattered, so it produced sweet, clear notes as he plucked on it with a finger and a thumb, playing nothing in particular.  Chihaya came out of her room and sat on the other end of the couch, her phone in her hand as she texted her friends in school, then she turned the phone in his direction, taking video of him.  “What?” he demanded as he looked at her.

“Just proving that you are indeed an actual human being,” she grinned, continuing to keep the phone’s camera on him.  “Play something, mutt.”


“I’m not your minstrel, woman,” he retorted, which made her give him a dark, eager grin.


“Play something, you dork,” she ordered.  “I wanna see how good you are.”


“Oh, so you want to see how good I am,” he replied, almost mockingly as Maria came out of her room.  She rushed over and sat beside Chihaya, her expression gleeful.


“You bought a new guitar!” she nearly squealed.  “Play Look to the rising sun Kato!” she ordered, saying the song’s name in Portuguese.  It was an old Brazilian folk song.


“Now for you, sister, I will, but you have to sing with me,” he said, giving Chihaya a look that made her make a rude gesture at him.  He settled a little back against the couch, slouching a tiny bit to give him more room for the guitar on his lap, and then he started strumming it.  The two of them then started singing the lyrics to the song as he established the melody, his fingers dancing up and down the neck of the guitar as he played the surprisingly complicated chords.  They sang in Portuguese, which only made sense since it was a Brazilian folk song, their two voices creating a harmony nearly as lovely as the guitar he was playing.  Kato wasn’t a very good singer, but Maria was, and her clear, strong voice carried the tune as he sang the harmony part, the guitar accompanying them.


They finished, and Chihaya gave them a surprised look.  “That song was beautiful!” she blurted.  “What language was that?”


“Portuguese,” he replied, strumming absently at the guitar.  “The song’s name translates to look to the rising sun in Japanese.  It’s an old folk song from Brazil.”


“Your father taught you?”


He nodded.  “My father was Brazilian, Chihaya,” he reminded her lightly.  “He far preferred playing the music from his home country.  He was much better on the guitar than I am,” he said, his voice distant for a moment.  “He played almost any time his hands were free.  Mom would often stop what she was doing and just stand there and listen to him,” he said, his voice drifting.  He then blinked, and then looked down at the guitar.  “I can play some American rock, but I’m afraid I don’t know any Japanese pop.  But I can read sheet music, so I guess I could learn some,” he mused.  “Guess this means that your guitar lessons are back on, Maria,” he said.


“You play too?” Chihaya asked.


“I’m nowhere near as good as big brother,” Maria laughed.  “But yes, I can play a little.  He was teaching me back when we had our guitars.”


“And since we’re both left-handed, we don’t have to worry about her being able to use my guitar.”

“Well, all three of us are, but that doesn’t really matter in this case,” Chihaya chuckled.  “Let’s hear you play, Maria.” 


“Sure!” she said, holding her hand out to Kato.  He handed her the guitar, and she settled it on her lap.  She got the guitar in a spot she found comfortable, then starting playing another Brazilian folk song.  She sang with her chords, her voice clear and sweet and lovely, playing a much less complicated melody than Kato did, mainly just playing a succession of chords.  Chihaya kept her phone camera on Maria, recording her song.  “That was awesome!” she blurted when Maria finished.  “Too bad I have no idea what you’re singing about.”

“That song is called under the mangrove trees,” she explained.  “It’s a song meant for beginners on the guitar.  But big brother is way beyond me,” she said with a smile.  “You should hear him play when he’s serious.  And he’s way better on an electric guitar.  He can do all the same things that the pro rock band guys can do.”

“Stop hyping me up, Maria,” he chided, which made her giggle.

They lounged about in the living room for a while, until the day caught up with Maria, and she went to bed.  Chihaya sat on the other end of the couch and texted her friends while he played, until she looked over at him.  “How’s the money look for the next term?”


“I managed to save up enough to give us a cushion, but not much else,” he answered.  “I really shouldn’t have bought this guitar, but he gave me a deal on it because he couldn’t sell it.  There’s very little market for left-handed guitars, and this one is definitely left-handed.  Acoustic guitars with a neutral body,” he told her, tapping the main body of the guitar, “can be restrung for either right or left handed play, but the shape of this one means it’s a dedicated left-handed guitar.  How did it go convincing your father to increase your allowance?”


“I got an extra five thousand yen a month,” she replied with a grunt.  “Not much, but at least it’ll help with the groceries.  And I’m not knocking you for the guitar, mutt.  You’ve never so much as bought yourself a new tee shirt since we moved into the apartment.  Even you deserve something nice from time to time.”


He didn’t respond to that.  “I’ll get a raise next month so long as I keep a clean record,” he told her.  “It won’t be much, but it’ll help.  We just have to keep counting our yen, and we should be alright.”

“I’m kinda getting used to that,” she said wryly.  “But it’s not as bad as I thought it’d be.”


“What do you mean?”


“I mean, when I went to Tokyo, it was the best food every day, first class on the plane to Thailand, a penthouse suite.  And all the extravagance just seemed…fake,” she said.  “The food I was served just looked fancy.  I’ve had better out of Maria’s wok.”


“Maria is a very good cook,” he said, giving his sister her due.


“I mean, well, I enjoy living more like this than I did being pampered,” she said, obviously grasping for the right words.  “And maybe me being stuck with my family had something to do with that,” she said with a slight, rueful smile.


“You really don’t like them.”


“I love them, but you don’t necessarily have to like someone that you love,” she replied, looking away from him a little bit.  She played with her hair a moment.  “You know what I mean?”


“I do,” he replied.  “Even me and Maria fight sometimes.  Usually when she thinks that I’m neglecting myself,” he chuckled lightly.  “She hates it when I do that, but she doesn’t understand.  She can’t,” he said quietly.  “And I hope that she never does.”


“No way is that the way it is in my family,” she said.  “Me and my siblings are at each other’s throats almost as much as I’m fighting with my parents.  We’re not really a family, mutt.  Not like you and Maria.  My older siblings see me as a burden or a disgrace, as a disobedient little jerk and another share of the will that will take away some of their money when our parents kick the bucket.  My mom sees me as a total disappointment because I’m not a well-mannered little lapdog like my sister, and my dad thinks I’m a complete waste of time, because I don’t want to enter the family business when I finish school.  They want to run my life, tell me where to work, who to marry, how to live,” she flared.  “And my siblings all just knuckled under to them like complete weenies.  There’s not a single backbone among the three of ‘em!  My oldest brother didn’t want to be in the company.  He wanted to be an architect, but he threw away his dream to please Dad, to be the heir to the family business.  My older sister married this wrinkled-up old prune because our parents wanted it,” she seethed.  “And my other brother is a complete kiss-ass and slimeball.  He’d stab all of us in the back without hesitation to take over the company instead of my older brother.  Is it any wonder that I can’t stand any of them?”

He was quiet a moment, making sure she was done venting, then stopped playing and turned towards her.  “I can’t really say anything about your family, Chihaya.  I don’t really know them.  But all I can say is, remember that your parents won’t be here forever,” he said softly.  “You don’t have to like them, but don’t let them believe that you hate them.  There are so many things I wish I could have said to my mother, to my father, but I never got the chance.  Don’t find yourself someday living with a mountain of regret over all those things you never got to say to them before they’re gone.”


She gave him a strong look, but then her expression softened.  “I understand,” she said.  “But I’m not making any promises.”

“I don’t expect you to,” he answered.  “Just offering some friendly advice.”


“I’m doomed if I listen to advice from you, mutt,” she said teasingly, but he could tell from her tone that she didn’t really mean it.


“Do your parents know about…me and Maria?” he asked.


“Do you mean do they know I share an apartment with a guy and his little sister?  Yep, and that drives my mom absolutely insane,” she replied, almost smugly.  “She spent most of my summer break trying to convince me to throw you out.  She can’t fathom the idea that a girl and a guy can live in the same apartment without anything going on between them, like I have absolutely no self control, or I couldn’t put your ass on the ground if you got fresh.  She even offered to cover your part of the rent if I kicked you out.  But I’d never do that.  I’d never throw Maria out on the streets.  You,…eh,” she said playfully.  “Maria would kill me if I threw you out, so I guess I’m stuck with you.”

“What about your father?”


“He doesn’t give a damn what I do,” she said, almost shortly.  “He wouldn’t care if I became a prostitute.  As far as he’s concerned, me being a failure means that I can’t embarrass him any more than I have already.  He pays my allowance, and as far as he’s concerned, that fulfills any and all obligations he has to me.  But, in a way, that works for me, because he doesn’t expect anything out of me.  I can live my own life the way I want,” she declared.  “Long as I can make it on my allowance, I can do whatever I want.”


He said nothing, but she was used to that.  Even in private, she knew that he didn’t speak very much.  “And what do you want to do with your life?” he asked finally.

“No idea.  But whatever it is I decide to do, it will be my decision,” she declared in a powerful voice.


He looked over at her, silent, then he leaned back a little and started plucking at the guitar.  “Oh no, you’re not getting away with that this time, mutt.  What are you thinking?”


“That despite my own better judgment, I can respect that,” he answered calmly.


“What do you mean, your own better judgment?” she demanded.


“That if I start thinking you’re not all that bad, then I might start going soft,” he replied.


She gave him a look, then laughed.  “Yeah, like I’ll let that happen, mutt,” she said teasingly.  “You show any throat to me, and I’ll rip it out.”

“And my respect for you is gone,” he lamented, which made her laugh.  She put her feet on his leg and pushed playfully.


“Shut up and play something while I tell the rest of the girls I’m back,” she ordered, putting her feet in his lap brazenly and leaning back on the arm of the couch, then going back to her phone.


School went absolutely sideways almost right off the bat.

The day started normally, with them riding the train in and walking to the gates, seeing Maria off, and then heading to their classroom.  Everyone was there, chatting as they prepared for the new term, and Kato took his seat in the front corner and more or less tuned everyone out as Chihaya scurried off to chat with her friends in class.  So, when their homeroom teacher came in and got them started, things seemed completely and perfectly normal.


Until the new student walked in.


She was led in by the principal, a tall, tanned girl that was obviously not Japanese, looking American or European.  She was, quite simply, everything a Japanese girl wished she could be, with her tall stature, her buxom figure, and her beautiful face framed by long, thick blond hair.  She was wearing the school uniform, and looked decidedly nervous.  “If I could have everyone’s attention,” the principal said.  “We have a new transfer student who will be joining us for our fall, winter, and spring terms.  She’s a foreign exchange student from America, who has come to Japan to study.  Everyone, I’d like you to meet Anna Wilson,” she said, struggling a tiny bit to say Wilson in Japanese.  “Anna,” she prompted.


The girl bowed, a bit clumsily.  “A pleasure to meet you,” she said.  “I’m Anna Wilson.  I’m from San Diego, California, and I’m looking forward to getting better speaking Japanese and learning about Japanese culture while I’m here,” she said in slightly shaky Japanese.  She’d clearly studied the language, but she was obviously not fluent.  She was barely conversational.  “I’m still learning Japanese, so I hope that you’ll forgive me if I say something wrong, or strange.”

“I’d like all of you to do your best to make Miss Wilson feel at home here in Onnajiki,” the principal called.   “Mister Cano.”


He stood up.  “Yes, Principal?”


“I’m assigning you to be Miss Wilson’s student mentor,” she told him.  “Because you speak fluent English, you can help translate if she runs into any problems.  I want you to show her around the school during lunch.  Just please remember that she is here to learn, so only resort to English when absolutely necessary.”


“I understand, Principal,” he replied, bowing.


“The desk beside Mister Cano is empty, Miss Wilson.  You can sit there,” the teacher prompted.


“Yes, teacher,” she said, then she scurried over to the desk beside his and sat down.


“I hope you have a wonderful experience at our school, Miss Wilson,” the principal said, then she left.


He didn’t pay this Anna Wilson much mind as the teacher gave her her tablet and explained a few things to her, then they started class.  But during the first break, he was a bit annoyed when the girls in class absolutely swarmed around Anna’s desk, peppering her with questions that she seemed unable to comprehend.  “Slow down, and one at a time,” Kato told them.  “She can’t understand you when you’re all jabbering at her at once.”


“Oh stuff it, mutt,” Shikikomi replied with a grin at him.


“M-Mutt?  I don’t understand,” Anna said uncertainly, looking at him.


“Mutt.  Dog.  It’s his nickname,” Shikikomi said with a smile.  “Chihaya gave it to him.”


“I let Chihaya get away with that because I don’t want to be expelled for murdering her.  I’m not quite so afraid of you, Shikikomi,” he said in a calm voice.  That made all the girls laugh.


“Don’t worry, we think of it as a term of endearment,” Yubete told him with a giggle.


“Cano is my dog,” Chihaya called strongly as she reached the throng.  “I keep him on a short leash, because he’d just run free and be a complete jackass if someone doesn’t keep him under control.”


“I…I’m sorry, I don’t understand,” Anna said, blushing.


“Too much slang, one of the girls said.  “She probably learned Japanese out of a textbook.”


“I did. I don’t know much other Japanese,” she admitted.


“Don’t worry, we’ll get you speaking proper Japanese like a native in no time, Wilson,” Ayame told her with a smile.


“I hope so.  I want to learn,” she smiled in reply.


The girls all but interrogated her during break, one at a time, and then returned to their seats until the next one.  Anna leaned over towards him as the teacher came in.  “This may be a weird question, but why are you the only guy here?” she asked in English.


“It’s a long story.  I’m sure you’ll hear about it during lunch,” he whispered back in Japanese.


She glanced at him, then nodded.


Anna was the center of attention during every break, all the way up until lunch.  She opted for the tour before they ate, so the two of them left the classroom, and he saw as they left that Chihaya had almost moved to follow, but was headed off by one of her friends.  He was thankful for that, it would be hard to explain to Wilson why Chihaya was following them around.  He showed her all the important parts of school, giving her the kind of tour she would have received if she started at the start of the spring term, which was the beginning of the school year in their system.  They ended the tour at the library, then started back for the classroom.  “This school doesn’t have a cafeteria.  I hope you brought lunch?” he asked.


“They warned me,” she replied.  “My host mother made me a box lunch.”

“What are they like?”


“They’re very nice,” she replied.  “I haven’t seen Mister Shigote very much since I arrived last week, he works a lot.  But Misses Shigote is very kind, and they have a daughter, Sayako,  that’s in the last year of middle school.  She goes to the middle school here.  I think that’s why they placed me with them, because their daughter also goes to this school.”  She noticed him looking at him.  “What?”


“It is very clear you learned Japanese in a classroom,” he chuckled.  “We don’t use polite forms in everyday language. We only use them when addressing important people, or when we have to be very polite.”


“That was all we used in class.  I’m used to it,” he said, blushing slightly.


“No worries.  Like the girls said, they’ll teach you how to speak real Japanese,” he chuckled.


“I hope so,” she replied eagerly.  “Are you a foreign exchange student too?”


“No, I’ve lived in Japan my whole life.  I’m an immigrant,” he answered.


“So, why are you the only guy in class?” she asked in English.


He gave her a brief amused look.  “Up until this year, Onnajiki was a girls only school,” he replied in English.  He wasn’t sure her Japanese skills would cover explaining it to her in Japanese.  “The national government changed the law and abolished all schools segregated by gender.  In effect, they made all schools in Japan coed.  I’m one of the guys that they allowed to transfer in to populate the upper classes, while the freshman class is more or less integrated.  There’s one boy, and one boy only, in every class in the junior and senior grades.”


“Oh.  Is it weird?”


“For me?  Not really.  I don’t really pay much attention to what my classmates do.  I’m not here to chase my classmates, I’m here to get a degree from an elite school like this one so I can get into a good college.  At first, the rest of the class banished me to that corner seat to keep me away from them, but now I prefer sitting there if only so I’m distanced from their silliness.”


“So, they’re used to it now?”


“More or less,” he replied.  “There are some girls that still don’t accept the idea that boys are in their school, and probably never will, but I just ignore them.”


“Huh,” she mused as they reached the classroom, and he opened the door.  He saw that Chihaya had pulled the extra chair over and had her box lunch sitting on his desk, and she was clearly waiting for them.


“So, is she your girlfriend?” she asked in a quiet voice.


“She’s my roommate,” he answered, which made her give him a surprised look.  “Me and my little sister share an apartment with her that neither of us can afford on our own, splitting the rent,” he explained.  “I’m sure you’ll hear all about it, half the girls in school love to gossip about us,” he added dryly in Japanese as he walked in.  He took his desk, and saw that Chihaya had dug into his attaché and pulled out his box lunch for him.  Anna sat down at her desk and pulled out her own, then pulled it open.


“Now comes the part where I embarrass myself,” she laughed, taking the disposable chopsticks in her lid out and cracking them apart.  “I am terrible with chopsticks.”


“You’ll get the hang of it,” Chihaya said absently as Kato opened his box.  She held her chopsticks out to let her see how she was holding them.  “Just like this.  See?”


“My host family has been trying to teach me for a week, but I still make a mess,” she said wryly.  Kato noticed that she took hold of her chopsticks with her left hand.  Like both of them, she was also left-handed.

“By the way, Wilson, Chihaya.  Chihaya, Wilson,” Kato said absently.


“Cano said you share an apartment?”


She nodded.  “We got a luxury unit down by the harbor,” she replied.  “We went in on it because neither of us can afford the rent by ourselves.  It works out.  Mutt here spends most of his time in his room studying, me and his little sister Maria get along very well, and the agreement is, he does all the cooking and the cleaning, so it’s a pretty sweet deal for me.”


“She paid for that deal by taking on a larger share of the rent,” Kato said mildly.


“Oh, okay.  So you’re not…a couple?”


“With him?” Chihaya scoffed. 


“I think only the English term hell no would apply in this situation,” he agreed urbanely, which made Anna give him an odd look, then laugh.  “Our living arrangements are a business relationship.  Nothing more.”


That caused a tiny bit of whispering among the girls behind them.

“And your parents don’t mind that you two live together?” she asked.


“My parents don’t give a damn what I do,” Chihaya said shortly.


“My parents both passed away years ago,” Kato said calmly.  “And in Japan, I’m old enough to live by myself and be the guardian of my younger sister.  In effect, I am the adult, so I can do what I please.”


“I’m sorry to hear that,” she said contritely.


“Thank you,” he replied absently.  “And I think that both me and Chihaya are very happy to welcome another member of the very exclusive class 2-5 left-handed students club.  Now we have three members.”


She looked at their hands, then laughed.  “That’s a club I’ll be very happy to join!” she smiled, lifting her chopsticks with her left hand.  “Now teach me, fellow lefties, how to eat without getting more rice on my desk than in my mouth.”


Anna Wilson’s first day at Onnajiki went very well for her, Kato observed.  By the end of school, she had most of the girls in class hovering around her like eager puppies, making it clear that she was going to be popular.  Her limited Japanese skills made her endearing to her classmates rather than annoying them, and she had several invitations to come to this or that club activity or café.  Kato left her to hold court with the other girls, packing up and leaving the classroom, and Chihaya predictably fell into step beside him.

“So, what do you thank of the blond milkjugs?” she asked.


He glanced down at her.  Was she a tad bit jealous?  Well, maybe.  Chihaya was short, and she wasn’t very buxom, so having Miss American Beauty Contestant in the class might be a little irritating for her.  “I think she’ll be alright.  The other girls seem to like her.”


“She seems nice enough.  A little clueless, though.”


“She’s living in a new country.  Trust me, from what I remember of my mother talking about America, it is very different there.   Just give her time.”


“I was there once.  I wasn’t impressed.”


“Vacation?’


“Yah.  We went to San Francisco for a summer trip, and the weather was awful.”


“Wouldn’t know.  Never been there, and doubt I ever will,” he said as they started down the stairs.  His phone buzzed, and he fished it out of his pocket and read the text.  “Maria wants one of us to pick up some groceries on the way home.”


“I’ll get it, you have to work,” she replied.


His phone rang, and he put it to his ear.  “I got the text, sister,” he said lightly in Portuguese.


“I forgot to add soy sauce and rice,” she said.  “Oh, and I’m going to be home a little late.  Furami invited me and some other girls to a café after school.”


“That’s fine, just be home by six,” he told her.  “Text Chihaya if your plans change.”


“Okay.  See you when you get home, brother.”


“Have fun,” he said.


“Oh my gosh, you speak Portuguese?” he heard a surprised voice call, also in Portuguese.  He turned in surprise and looked up, and Anna was on the landing above them with three girls from their class, a surprised look on her face.  Her Portuguese was fluent, but it was continental Portuguese, what they spoke in Portugal.  Brazilian Portuguese was a different dialect, though people who spoke the different dialects could understand each other…mostly.

“My father was from Brazil,” he said, looking up at her, speaking Portuguese.  “Where did you learn?’


“My mother is from Portugal!” she replied, then she laughed.  “I never dreamed I’d meet anyone that speaks Portuguese in Japan!”


Chihaya looked up at him, and she was decidedly annoyed.  “I get that enough at home, now you’re gonna start doing it at school?” she protested.


“Sorry,” he said in Japanese, then noticed the look from the four girls on the stairs above them.  “Me and my sister speak Portuguese to each other most of the time, it’s an old habit.  Chihaya always thinks we’re talking about her.  We usually are, but that’s beside the point,” he added, then wheezed when she elbowed him in the stomach rather roughly.  That made the girls laugh.


“You speak whatever that language is, Wilson?” Chitomi asked.


“Portuguese, and yes.  My mother is from Portugal,” she answered.  “Cano said that his father is from Brazil.  They speak Portuguese in Brazil.”


“Yah,” he sounded absently.  “Different dialects, like how the people from Osaka talk different than people from Tokyo, but we can understand each other well enough.”


“Don’t tell us you’re gonna be a language master like Cano!” Shikikomi protested.  “I thought Americans only spoke English!”


“Most of us do,” she nodded.  “But my mother’s not American, so I learned the languages she speaks when I grew up.”


“Spanish?” Kato ventured.


“Yes, but I’d have learned how to speak Spanish anyway because I live in San Diego.  Most people who live there speak both English and Spanish, because it’s on the border with Mexico.  San Diego is very different from most American cities because of that, because we speak two languages there, not just English.”

“Maybe you could teach us a little bit.  Cano won’t do it,” Shikikomi said, giving him a sly look.


“You never asked,” he replied.  “Besides, I have to work after school, so it’s not like I have much time to spare.”


“Speaking of which, you better get moving or you’ll be late,” Chihaya prompted.  “Text me the shopping list, I’ll pick it up on the way home.”

“Sure.”


He left the campus, but when he turned to walk down the street, he slowed to a stop, his eyes narrowing.  There were ten high school student boys standing at the corner, wearing matching uniforms, and two of them he recognized.  They were two of the six that he and Chihaya had thrashed when they got fresh with her.  They were standing in a group, making anyone wearing scarlet go around them, and were making rude comments to the girls and freshmen boys that did.  When one of them pushed one of the freshmen boys, knocking him down, Kato’s eyes went flat as he pulled out his phone.  “Chihaya,” he said when she picked up.


“Yeah?”


“Our playmates from Matsutomi are back,” he said.  “They just attacked one of the freshmen.  Want to come out and lend me a hand?  Too many for me to take on alone.”


“You mean those asses dared come looking for a rematch?” she barked into the phone.  “I’ll be right there!”

She wasn’t the only one that hurried out of the school and to the gates.  Kato stood by the gates as he waited, and the ten Matsutomi students had taken notice of him, but hadn’t advanced on him yet.  That gave Chihaya time to get to him, and when she did, he pushed his attaché at a freshmen girl without a word, she did the same, and they both started unbuttoning their blazers.  “Oi!  I remember those weenie faces!” Chihaya boomed as the two of them took off their blazers and tossed them aside, then she pointed at them imperiously.  “You didn’t bring nearly enough of your pussy friends to save you!”  Anna Wilson and half the girls from his class rushed onto the scene, getting there just in time to see him and Chihaya start down the street.  A group of Onnajiki students formed at the gates, and they watched in confusion and curiosity.


“You’re on the wrong street, gentlemen,” Kato said in a strong yet calm voice.  “I suggest you go back where you belong.”


“I told you this wasn’t over, you freak bitch!” the leader from the first fight boomed, pointing at Chihaya.  “They put us in juvie because of you!”

“Let’s clear out this trash, mutt,” she ordered, cracking her knuckles menacingly as they advanced fearlessly on the throng of ten young men.


“What’s going on?” he heard Anna ask behind them.


“You’re about to see why every bully and delinquent in Kagoshima is afraid of those two,” Yubete said lightly.


“They’re going to fight those boys?”


“It won’t be much of a fight,” Shikikomi giggled.  “Get ‘em Rika, Cano!”


And it wasn’t much of a fight.  Boys like that were only dangerous in groups, and neither Chihaya nor Kato were afraid of a bunch of untrained dweebs.  The key to it was breaking them of their idea that their numbers gave them strength, and they did that by splitting the group into two halves and laying waste to anyone in a Matsutomi uniform that got within reach of them.  The invading boys were mowed down in a furious opening salvo, three of them on the sidewalk in seconds from Kato’s powerful kicks and Chihaya’s devastating punches, and when Kato went airborne and absolutely destroyed the tallest of them, driving him to the sidewalk in a spray of blood from his shattered nose, that broke their bravado.  They did fight back, but their attempts to punch and kick either of them were utterly futile, as Chihaya moved with blazing speed and Kato flowed and melted out of the way, both of them making the remaining seven opponents look like clumsy fools.


In less than a minute, it was over.  Five of the Matsutomi students were on the ground, either out cold or groaning and rolling around on the sidewalk, and the other five turned and ran, realizing that their numbers were not equal to their opponents’ martial skill.  Chihaya and Kato came to a stop, assessing the situation, then he slowly stood up fully erect as Chihaya clenched her fist and shook it at the running boys.  “That’s right, run back to your mommies, you PUSSIES!” she screamed.  Then, for good measure, she kicked one of the groaning boys on the ground, making him yelp.

“Are you alright?” Kato asked the freshman boy that they’d thrown to the ground, leaning down and offering his hand to the boy.  The boy had a scrape on his face from being thrown to the ground, and his cheek was bleeding.

“I’m okay.  Thank you, Cano!  Thank you, Chihaya!” he said with a frightened smile.


“Any time,” he said, helping him to his feet.


“We’re not about to let pussy boys like that push around our classmates,” Chihaya said heatedly, tugging at her blouse a little bit.  She grabbed one of the conscious Matsutomi students and lifted him off the sidewalk by his shirt.  “You go back to your scummy school and you tell them that the next Matsutomi weenie that comes within a kilometer of Onnajiki is gonna get his face ripped off!” she snarled at him, then pushed him back to the sidewalk.


Kato escorted the injured freshman boy back towards the gates as the students there actually applauded, then accepted his attaché back from the doe-eyed freshman girl that had ended up with it, gazing almost adoringly up at him.  “Yeah, welcome to Japan, Wilson,” he said dryly as two teachers ran towards the gates.  “Someone take him to the nurse’s office.  He’s bleeding.”


“What was that about?  Does it happen often?” Anna asked.


“No.  That’s something of a grudge rematch,” he replied as he picked up his blazer.  “Two of those boys attacked Chihaya a few months ago, and I guess they just got out of juvenile hall.  So they gathered up some friends and came looking for revenge,” he explained.


“Those were the same boys from the first attack?” the teacher asked.  The school knew about the attack on Chihaya, but had done nothing about it because Chihaya and Kato had taken care of it on their own.


“Yes, Teacher.  I recognized two of them,” he answered as he shrugged back into his blazer.  “They must have just gotten out of juvenile detention, and they came back with friends looking for revenge.  Me and Chihaya sent them on their way…mostly.  You might want to call an ambulance for the ones that didn’t run,” he added dryly.


She gave him a slight smile.  “I’m certain that Chihaya is very glad you were nearby to help her, Cano,” she said.  “This is twice you’ve helped her deal with those boys.”


“I don’t let anyone push around my classmates,” he said firmly.  “And the only one allowed to mess with Chihaya is me,” he added, which made some of the girls around them laugh.


“Okay, so that wasn’t normal,” Anna said.


“No, it’s not,” Yubete told her lightly.  “Most boys in Kagoshima know better than to touch a girl wearing an Onnajiki uniform, but you always have the idiots.”


“Why?”


“This is an elite private school for the rich, Wilson,” Kato told her calmly, buttoning his blazer.  “Yeah, one of them might be able to bully a girl, but then her very rich, very powerful parents get very mad, and his life is ruined,” he said dryly.


“Just so,” Shikikomi said with a nod.  “I guarantee you, we’ll never see those boys again.  When our parents find out what happened, some phone calls are going to fix everything.”  She glanced slyly over at Kato.  “But, for the idiots who can’t take a hint, that’s why we’re glad we have Cano and Chihaya around. They take out the trash,” she smiled at him.


“Glad to be of service, Shikikomi.  I’ll send your father my bill for my services,” he added with dry aplomb, which made her laugh.  “Teacher, I have to go to work.  If the police need to talk to me, could you tell them where I am?”


“I’ll handle it, Cano.  Thank you for being there.”


“Any time, Teacher.”


Chihaya approached as he turned to walk out the gate.  “Going to work,” he told her.


“See you at home,” she said, then she bumped his fist as he walked by her.  “Don’t forget to text me the shopping list!” she called after him.  He raised a hand in acknowledgement, but didn’t reply or turn to look at her.

The addition of Anna Wilson into class had changed…something.


He wasn’t sure what.  After all, Anna herself was nice enough.  She didn’t cause any trouble in class, everyone liked her, and his duties as her mentor didn’t amount to much more than occasionally translating something that went beyond her Japanese reading skills.  She had settled in rather nicely in class, and her Japanese skills improved almost daily, both spoken and written.


For one, the dynamic in class, and in school in general, did seem different from the spring term, and mainly dealing with the boys.  The girls in school, having had an entire term and summer vacation to fully settle into the idea of boys being in their school, did seem to be coming around.  Even the hardcore haters weren’t quite so hostile, though Kato himself didn’t see that soft side of them very much.  His aloofness in school hadn’t changed, and he continued to avoid excessive contact or friendliness with anyone in school as much as possible.  Most of the girls respected him more than feared him now, mainly over the fight that took place on the first day of term.  It got out quickly that while the fight was over a grudge that the boys held against Chihaya, that she and Kato went after them after they started harassing Onnajiki students.  The freshman boy that Kato helped had all but made it sound like the two of them saved him from a gruesome, terrible death, when the reality was, he was never really in much danger.  That version of the story had spread through the school, and had elevated both Chihaya and Kato’s reputations as badasses to insane levels.  The story of the fight even spread beyond Onnajiki, and nearly every high school in the city had stories going around it about these two anime-level fighters in Onnajiki that could knock down buildings with a single reproachful glance.  Many of them theorized that the rich parents of the students had had them brought in and enrolled in the school to be enforcers, protectors of the school that would lay waste to anyone who dared lay an unfriendly hand on someone wearing the school uniform.

That did do one thing…it made anyone wearing scarlet and black untouchable.  If the fear of retribution from angry rich parents wasn’t enough, the horror stories drifting through Kagoshima about the twin kaiju of destruction, Chihaya and Cano, hunting down anyone who dared touch anyone wearing Onnajiki’s colors scared off even the most reckless delinquent from the idea of harassing his classmates.

Kato could live with a reputation like that, because it made sure people left him alone.  And oddly enough, the school itself was just fine with such unsavory rumors flowing around the city concerning the school, because the presence of Chihaya and Kato in the school did terrify anyone that might dare mess with the school’s students.  Onnajiki didn’t have private security on the grounds to give the students a feeling of normalcy, and Kato and Chihaya’s reputations precluded the need to hire them now.  They were the school’s security.


Over the month of August, Kato had noticed that something definitely seemed to be changing, but how, he couldn’t quite put his finger on it.  Chihaya was still Chihaya, annoying in school and much less annoying at home, still calling him mutt and still the only one in school that dared sass him in front of others.  His classmates were more willing to talk to him now, but that wasn’t much of a difference from the end of spring term.  They’d been coming around since the board gave up trying to expel the boys, as they learned that the boys weren’t as bad as they had been told they were.  And it wasn’t Anna.  She was the only classmate that Kato really spoke to outside of Chihaya, and that was mainly over his role as her mentor.  He didn’t really get personal with her, and he wouldn’t call her a friend any more than he would his other classmates.  Not even Chihaya was really his friend.  She was his roommate, and the only person outside of Maria that he’d talk to about just about anything not school related, but she was not his friend.

He’d been pondering the issue for a couple of days, and today was no exception.  He was sitting at his desk looking at the rain fall out the window to his left as the teacher went over a few last details about their homework assignment.  It was Friday, which meant that the weekend was coming up, and he did have plans for tomorrow.  Maria wanted to go to the beach, so they were going to make a day of it at the public beach west of the city.  But, they weren’t going to be alone.  Chihaya had told her friends about their plans, and now several girls from their class had more or less invited themselves along, as well as Maria inviting a couple of friends from her class.


And Anna Wilson was one of them.  Yubete had asked her to come with them, and she’d agreed.


He wasn’t entirely sure how he got roped into this.  It was supposed to be a beach outing with his little sister, but now it was all but some kind of class activity.  The plan was to get there early and enjoy as much time as they could before the afternoon rains hit, so they’d be up well before dawn and probably be at the beach before sunrise.


He’d have time to prepare for their day trip, because he didn’t have to work tonight.  The warehouse was shut down for inventory, and that meant that the workers like him, whose job was to load trucks, had no trucks to load.  To keep them out from underfoot as the inventory company came in and conducted their counts, the company gave them the day off.  The good part was, he would be paid for the day despite not working.


Work was going well.  He’d completed his probationary period, and had earned his raise, earning the same as the other workers.  And despite his supervisor not liking him, he had a perfect work record and had several commendations for his hard work and willingness to go above and beyond.  The entire warehouse knew that when he was given a job, that job got done, and it got done right.  That was what Japanese companies expected from their workers, and they honestly didn’t expect an immigrant to have that kind of work ethic.  His raise wasn’t huge, but it was enough to let them eat a little better and have the occasional treat…like going to the beach.  That did cost money, in the form of the food, the train fare, and the incidentals.


“I’m not used to seeing so much rain,” Anna mused as she looked out the window as well.


“Me either.  I moved here from Hokkaido, and summer is very dry there.  They say that summer is the rainy season here.”


“I just hope the rain holds off until late afternoon tomorrow,” she said.  “I’m looking forward to going to the beach.”


“I’m still not sure how this turned into a class party,” he grunted.  “Wait, I know exactly how it happened,” he amended when Chihaya came up to their desks, which marked the official end of class.


“Blame Moime and Yubete, not me,” she protested.  “They’re the ones that invited everyone.”  He gave her a look, and she just grinned at him.   “Aww, poor mutt, having to act like a decent human being for an extra day out of the week,” she teased.


“You have to sleep sometime,” he threatened, which made Anna laugh.


“Are you coming to the beach tomorrow, Wilson?” Chihaya asked.


“Yup!  Yubete said we’re going to meet at the central station at five tomorrow morning.  Man, that’s so early,” she nearly whined.


“Gotta get our beach time in early, so we avoid the afternoon rain,” Chihaya told her.  “It’s bring your own snacks, but Moime’s bringing a big cooler, so you can bring stuff you need to keep cold.”


“I remember,” she nodded.


“You know how to get to the central station?’


“My host mother is going to drop me off there in her car,” she replied.


“Sounds like you have everything covered.  We going to the store, mutt?”


“Yeah, I don’t have to work today,” he nodded as he put his tablet and notebook in his attaché.  “Maria said to pick her up at the gate, she’s coming with us.”


“I’m looking forward to meeting your little sister, Kato,” Anna said.  “She sounds absolutely adorable.”


“Kato?” Chihaya said, almost challengingly.


“It’s his first name,” Anna said innocently.  “That’s how Americans address each other, by their first name.”


“No, Wilson, no, you’re not allowed to call him anything but mutt,” Chihaya said with a wicked little smile.  “That is his name.”


“Someone wants me to hang her out the window,” Kato threatened, which made her grin at him.


“You’re not man enough to pull that off, mutt,” she retorted.


“So, you’re saying that you’re manlier than I am, Chihaya?” he asked almost innocently.


“Damn right I am!” she declared, taking the bait.  That made several girls behind him giggle.  She looked at them, then blushed slightly when she realized he’d gotten the best of her.  “Kinda sad that a beanpole like you isn’t as manly as a tiny little girl like me!”


“I’m not entirely convinced that you’re actually a girl,” he dug, putting his chin on his hand and regarding her with wicked amusement.  “I mean, I’ve never actually seen any proof that you are.”


“You mean you’ve shared a bathroom this long and never walked in on each other?” Shikikomi asked eagerly.


“Nope.  They’re both long done with their baths before I get home from work,” he replied without looking back.  “And Chihaya won’t so much as open the door of her bedroom without wearing at least two layers of clothes.  I think she’s afraid I might see something.  Or maybe she’s hiding something.”


She blushed and slammed her hand down on his desk.  “You’re so full of it, mutt!  You’ve seen me in my underwear!” she barked, then immediately blushed furiously.  That made the girls behind him burst into laughter.  “You ass,” she accused, glaring at him.


“That’s true.  Well, I guess I should amend my statement.  I can say that at least you wear girl’s underwear,” he said with a vicious little smile.


“And this doesn’t convince you?” she dared say, motioning at her chest.  She did have some curve there, more than enough to prove that she was a girl, but her short stature and slender, athletic build put those curves in…proportion.


“Have you ever heard of falsies?”


“Heard of…what?” Anna asked as the girls behind him exploded into even more laughter and Chihaya glared at him with unholy ferocity.


“Sorry, I don’t think a nice girl like you ever had the chance to learn a vulgar word like that,” Kato dug further, then he switched to Portuguese.  “Do me a favor.”


“What?” she returned in Portuguese.


“Don’t do that, you know I hate it when you do that!” Chihaya barked, but he was looking over at Anna.

“Get up from your desk and stand beside our little savage friend,” he said, avoiding using her name.


“Umm, okay.  Why am I doing this?” she asked as she complied.


“You’re giving me a head start,” he told her lightly, then switched back to Japanese.   “Sorry.  I was explaining to her what falsies are, and why you need them,” he said as he shifted his weight a little in his seat, and Chihaya noticed that.  She was actually highly observant, but she didn’t quite process what he said because how he moved caught her attention.  But the sudden deep blush in her cheeks told him she finally processed his statement, and that made her react.  She could tell he was about to make a break for it…and that was what Anna was for.  She shifted to head him off but turned right into her, and he used that to spring into action.  The girls laughed when he slithered out of his chair and jumped up onto Anna’s desk, then ran across the desktops towards the door, which was open.  Himayare scrambled out of the doorway in surprise as he hit the ground running, darting out of the door and dashing down the hall towards the shoe lockers.  “Come back here, you mangy mutt!” came Chihaya’s outraged cry from the classroom.  “I’m gonna make you a girl!”

He had too much of a lead on her.  He made it to the shoe lockers before she managed to reach the stairs, and he had his shoes on and was well on his way to the gates when she burst out of the main entrance, one shoe on and the other in her hand, hopping to try to get it on her foot so she could run after him.  He jogged down the street to the elementary school gates, then slowed to a stop when Maria stepped away from the wall.  “Why are you running?” she asked curiously.


“Chihaya,” was all he said, which made her giggle.


“What did you do this time?”


“Oh, just demanding that she prove she’s actually a girl in front of the entire class,” he replied lightly, which made Maria laugh.


“Well, I can say with complete authority, brother, that Chihaya is indeed a girl,” she grinned.


“I demand photographic proof of your claim,” he challenged, which  made her put her hands over her mouth, then explode into laughter.


Maria glanced behind him, then took a prudent step backwards.  That told him that she was coming, but he didn’t count on how fast she could run.  He turned to see where she was and found her right in his face, leaping at him.  She slammed into him and drove him backwards, knocked him to the ground, and found her trying to hold his wrists down with her hands as she straddled his stomach.  “Prepare to die, mutt!” she declared hotly

“Well, those certainly didn’t feel like falsies when you smushed them into my chest,” he teased.  She gasped and rose up, crossing her hands in front of her chest, then glared at him with flaming cheeks.  Maria laughed loudly, and he just smirked up at Chihaya, putting his hands behind his head.  “So, gonna just sit on me in front of the entire world, or you gonna get off me now?”

She scrambled up and off of him, and he crossed his legs, just reclining on the sidewalk as Maria continued to laugh.  “Well, at least I know that you are wearing underwear today,” he added liltingly.

Chihaya kicked him.  She wasn’t gentle.


But it was worth it.  After months of her hounding him, seeing her flustered was worth the sore ribs he’d have tomorrow.

Chihaya had more or less gotten over it by the time they reached the market, going to the one near the apartment so they wouldn’t have to carry shopping bags on the train.  They had a lot to buy, since they were going to make lunch for tomorrow and also buy some snacks.  Kato ended up on carry duty as the girls went to go splurge, they were both going to buy new swim suits to wear tomorrow, so he took the groceries home and started working on tomorrow’s lunch while they shopped.  It was going to be simple, cheap, just sushi rolls, grilled fish strips, rice balls, and vegetables.  For a little variety, and to introduce the class to some non-Japanese cuisine, he was going to make canjica, which was a dessert popular in Brazil and whose ingredients he could easily get in Japan. It was similar to rice pudding, with coconut milk and sweet condensed milk for the sugar and cinnamon to give it some zing, and something that could be easily eaten with chopsticks.  Its primary ingredient was corn instead of rice, and lucky for him the market here sold the sweet white corn needed for the dessert.  It was even imported from Brazil, which would make it more authentic.

They ate quite a bit of non-Japanese food in the house, a lot of which Chihaya really liked, which was made from the ingredients they could easily get in Japan…and they could get many more in Kagoshima than they could have in Hokkaido, because it was a port city and the markets offered a much wider variety of imported food than the village market in Ikazumi did.  He could even get plantains and poquitos at the market at which they usually shopped.  Corn was a little expensive for a vegetable in Japan because it was imported, which was the foundation of a great deal of Brazilian cooking, but they could afford the occasional splurge in that regard.  The market here offered Imperial Queen white corn, which was a type of corn very popular in South American due to its sweetness, and that was why it was the base of the dessert he was going to make.


The best part about canjica was that it was meant to be served cold, so putting it in the cooler was just going to get it at the proper temperature to be a delicious beachside treat.


The girls got home as he was taking the corn off the stove, with everything else already laid out to make the dish, and Maria knew immediately what he was making just from what she could smell coming in.  “You’re making canjica!” she said eagerly, nearly running over to the kitchen area.


“I thought it would be a good treat for the beach,” he nodded.  “And we haven’t had it for a while.”


“I hope you’re making enough for us to eat tonight?” she asked, giving him pleading, puppy-dog eyes.


He laughed.  “I’m making more than enough,” he assured her.


“What is that?”


“It’s delicious, Rika!  It’s a dessert!” she said brightly.


“It’s a little expensive to make, so we don’t have it often,” he added.  “But I thought the class might enjoy tasting some Brazilian food.”


“Hey, every Brazilian dish you’ve made so far has been great, so I’ll give it a shot,” she said with a nod.  “Brazilian food is way spicier than Japanese food, and I like that.”


“Even this is a bit spicy, but in a sweet way,” he told her.  “Brazilians don’t boil water without adding spices.”


“I’ve learned that,” she laughed.


Maria joined him to cook dinner, going for a Brazilian baked cheese, vegetable, and egg noodle casserole, something that they could make in large quantities without spending a lot of money on it, just one of the many money-saving meal strategies they’d adopted since moving into the apartment.  Chihaya retreated to her room to no doubt text her friends, which gave them the chance to chat without her butting in.  “You find a swimsuit you liked?”


“Yup, and it wasn’t that expensive,” she replied.  “And I think you made Chihaya mad,” she added with a grin up at him.


“What do you mean?”


“I mean, she bought a bikini to wear at the beach,” she replied, glancing at Chihaya’s door.  Even though they were speaking Portuguese, the word bikini was something she’d recognize, as the Japanese word for it was just borrowed from English, and Portuguese did the same thing.  “It’s not super-skimpy, but it’s the first time I’ve ever seen her wear a two piece.”


“Proving she’s a girl,” Kato mused, which made Maria laugh.  “It is cute?”


“It’s cute but functional,” she replied.  “She intends to swim, and you can’t do that easily in those skimpy bikinis that girls like to wear to show off.”


“That mystifies me.  Why wear something that keeps you from swimming?”


“A lot of girls don’t go to the beach to swim, brother.  They go so boys can look at them,” she winked.


“Since when did you start learning about stuff like that?  You’re only twelve,” he protested.


“I don’t live in a bubble, big brother,” she told him with a laugh.  “And my friends are pretty worldly for only being in sixth grade.”


“I swear, rich people are so depraved,” he grunted, which made her laugh harder.  “Are any of your friends coming?”

“Yup, Sairu and Ikora,” she affirmed.  “I told them when and where we’re meeting.”


“Good.  I’m glad you’ll have someone along you know and can hang out with.  I doubt you’d have much fun hanging out with a bunch of high schoolers.”


“It’s almost going to be a school event,” she laughed.  “There’ll be so many of us going.”


“But I think it’ll be fun.  We haven’t gone to the beach since we left Hokkaido.”


“Truth, brother, truth.”


They were fairly loaded down when they left the next morning, well before sunrise, each of them carrying bags and with Kato with his guitar slung over his shoulder in its case.  They were loaded down with the meals they’d prepared for everyone and the snacks they were bringing, with Maria carrying their beach bag holding their towels and beach supplies.  The night watchman held the door open for them as they filed out, then they walked down to the station to take the train to the central station, where everyone was going to meet.  They had to go there anyway to change to the train that would take them out to the beach; Kagoshima had a train line with a stop just five blocks from the public beach, making it very easy for everyone to reach.

They met a very sleepy Anna, Shikikomi, and Taro at the central station, along with a couple of teenagers that Kato didn’t know.  Anna introduced one of them as the daughter of her host family, a willowy girl that looked like a freshman whose name was Shigote Sayako, and the other teen was Taro’s older brother Ijomi Aun.  More and more of their classmates arrived as they waited, until there was a throng of 18 Onnajiki students from all three schools and their guests gathered on the platform.  Several girls from other classes had been invited along by the girls in 2-5, as well as two girls from the middle school invited by Maria’s friends, and everyone had brought some snacks or dishes to share, so they were going to have tons of food for their beach excursion.


At exactly six, they left the platform and got on the train heading for the beach, leaving any stragglers to catch up on their own.


Their plans panned out.  They walked the five blocks from the station to the beach and found that it was still fairly empty, just with a few spots here and there filled with others who had the same idea.  They claimed a great spot just down from the stairs leading down to the sand, giving them easy access to the boardwalk above, and they set up.  Taro had brought his family’s fairly large pavilion-style tent, which the boys set up as the girls set out blankets and arranged the three coolers brought along, packing in the snacks others brought that needed to be chilled.  They all paused to enjoy the sunrise, and they were done when the lifeguard stations blew the horns that declared that they were now allowed to get into the water.  No one was allowed in the water until there was enough light for the lifeguards to be able to easily keep watch over the swimmers.


And that was when the girls revealed their swimsuits.  They went up to the changing rooms or removed their outer clothes, and Kato was almost amused that every single one of them was wearing either a bikini or a functional yet revealing two piece.  Chihaya was no exception, opting for a sports bra-style top and a pair of boy shorts rather than bikini bottoms, but that left a whole lot of skin exposed, far more than she preferred to show even at home.  Kato found it doubly amusing because there were only three guys in the group, so the girls were more or less showing off for each other.  But showing off was a genetic need for girls, Kato supposed, no matter what nationality they were.

“Well?” Chihaya challenged after she took off her tee shirt and shorts, giving him a direct stare.


“Well, I guess I can stipulate for the record that you just might be a girl,” he teased.  “But photographic proof may be required.”


“Dream on, you perv,” she shot back, which made him laugh. 


The beach started getting populated as the people who weren’t willing to get up before dawn started to arrive, but in typical Japanese fashion, everyone was very respectful of everyone else’s space.  The towels and umbrellas and pavilion tents were set up with plenty of room between them, giving everyone easy access to the surf, which got closer and closer to them as the tide rose.  Kato got in some great swimming time with Maria, then he sat in the shade and strummed his guitar, entertaining everyone with pleasant background music as they moved in and out of the shade, grabbing snacks or resting, talking with each other.  He was his usual quiet, aloof self, at least until Anna sat down beside him as he was plucking out a folk song sung in Spanish rather than Portuguese, one common in Brazil due to its popularity in the neighboring Spanish-speaking countries.  She was the only girl in school outside of Chihaya that didn’t seem intimidated to talk to him, mainly because he was her assigned assistant in class, there to translate if she needed it.  He was keeping a passive eye on Maria as she played with her friends in the waves, but he wasn’t concerned.  Maria was a very, very strong swimmer, nearly as good as he was, so she was quite safe swimming in the ocean.  The biggest splash, however, was made by Anna.  Like the other girls in their class, she’d gone with a bikini, but hers was more functional, without the spaghetti straps for the bottoms and with a double string design, tying the top together that would keep it from slipping while she was in the water.  It was clearly a bikini meant to be used for actual swimming while still showing off a whole lot of her very attractive body.  Just about every guy around their tent had been trying their hardest to stare at her without making it obvious that they were staring at her.

He’d noticed that Taro and his brother got very awkward around her, proving that she was quite the boy magnet.


“The water here is way warmer than in San Diego,” Anna mused.


“It’s like that in Hokkaido too.  I think there’s a warm water current that runs up Japan’s coast,” he replied, speaking Spanish.  She gave him a curious look.  “Sorry.  Spanish song, so I have Spanish on the brain at the moment.”


“That’s okay, I can meet you on that level,” she laughed in Spanish.  “It’s refreshing to meet someone that can keep up with me.  At home, me and my family speak a mishmash of Spanish, English, and Portuguese.”


“We stick mainly with Portuguese, me and my sister,” he said.  “And we speak Japanese when I want Chihaya to know what I’m saying.  Maria doesn’t particularly like Spanish, even if she can speak it fluently.  She says it sounds like ghetto Portuguese.”


“The Spanish say that about Portuguese,” she laughed.  “That Portuguese is a cheap rip-off of Spanish.”


“Eh, I think we’re too biased to be fair about it,” he said absently as he finished the song, then started another.


“That must not have been easy for you to find,” she said, looking at the guitar.


“They’re not that common,” he nodded.  “But most music stores do stock a couple of left-handed guitars for us privileged people.  But that’s definitely not the rule here in Japan.  There are almost no accommodations for left-handed people here.  This place is about conformity, so we’re expected to conform to our right-handed overlords.”


“Tell me about it,” she laughed.  “When I was in middle school, we had those desks that had an arm on the side, and there weren’t any left-handed desks in the entire school.  It was so awkward, I played at learning how to write right-handed just so it’d be easier to use the desks.”


“I can write fairly well right-handed,” he nodded.  “But it always feels weird.”


“Are you two gossiping about someone?” Yubete asked cheekily as she jogged up under the canopy.


“Just discussing how annoying it is to live in the right-handed world, Seri,” she replied with a smile, holding up her left hand.  “Both me and Kato are left-handed.”


“Huh.  I never really noticed,” she shrugged, making her smallish breasts jiggle a tiny bit, covered by what could be best described as a pair of triangular tea napkins.  Yubete had gone for super sexy with her bikini choice…but that was mainly because she knew Taro was going to be here.  She had a thing for Taro, but sadly for her, Taro was like Kato in that he felt it was a seriously bad idea to get romantically involved with any of his classmates, if only to avoid any potential friction with the school.  That was an attitude that all the boys adopted when they found out that the student council was out to expel them, and many of the juniors and seniors still held to that policy. She fished out a small container holding some of his canjira, the pulled a pair of disposable chopsticks out of the sundries bag.  Her eyes just lit up when she tasted it.  “What is this, it’s delicious!”


“It’s called canjira, a dessert from Brazil.  And I’m glad you like it,” Kato told her.


“You made this, Cano?”


He nodded wordlessly.


“Wow, you’re a great cook!” she complemented with a smile.


“Thank you.  There’s plenty, if you want another bowl.”


“Now I’m curious,” Anna said, opening the cooler and pulling out a container.  She opted for one of the disposable spoons that someone had brought.  “Wow, this is good!” she agreed.  “It’s like rice pudding, but with corn!  And how can you eat that with chopsticks, Seri?”


“Practice,” she grinned over at her.  “You should be using chopsticks, you silly girl!  You can’t get to where you can eat almost anything with chopsticks if you’re not using chopsticks!”

“I’d rather not make a terrible mess, thank you,” Anna laughed, digging her spoon into the canjira deliberately.


Chihaya returned to the tent, sitting down beside him and motioning.  Without a word, he pulled a container of canjira out of the cooler beside him and handed it to her, along with a pair of chopsticks.  “You’re looking a tiny bit sunburned, Rika,” Yubete warned.  “Better apply some more sunscreen.”

“Why I came in, I’m starting to feel it a little bit,” she nodded as she opened the container and dug in with her chopsticks.


“I don’t think Maria’s come in since they opened the water,” Yubete mused.  “I hope she’s not getting fried out there.”


“She’ll be fine.  She doesn’t burn,” Kato said mildly.  “Though her friends may not be so lucky.”  He stood up.  “Maria!” he boomed.  “Bring your friends in so they can put on sunscreen!”


“Kay!” she returned, veering towards the pavilion with her friends in tow.


He sat back down and put his guitar back in his lap, but Maria distracted him.  “Brother, they have a footvolley net further down the beach !” she said brightly in Portuguese.  “Can we go play?”


“Think we can scrape up teams?” he asked.  “I doubt many here can play it, even if they do have a public net.”


“I think it’s meant more for sepak takrow,” she said, using the Thai word for a very similar sport played across southeast Asia.  “They sell footvolley balls in that little stand by the stairs!  I saw them when we went up there to buy Kimuri some sunglasses!”


“Go buy one,” he said, reaching into his bag and getting some cash out.  She took it with a bright smile, then turned and rushed towards the stairs.


“Footvolley?  I’ve never heard of that,” Anna said in Portuguese.


“It’s a sport played in Brazil, basically it’s volleyball but you can only use your feet, knees, and head to hit the ball.  So, it’s like soccer rules in volleyball,” he replied in Japanese.  “There’s a very similar game played in Thailand called sepak takrow, which is why they have a public net here that’s the right height.”


“Oh, okay.  You gonna go play, eh?”


“One of the few sports I enjoy playing, my dad used it as additional training for Capoeira,” he answered, putting his guitar back in the case and standing up.  “I doubt it’ll be much more than me and Maria kicking the ball around a bit, though, unless there are some other beachgoers that can play and would like to start a pick-up game.”


“I’ll give this game a try,” Chihaya declared.  “I’m not all that good at soccer, but I learned how to kick in karate.”

“Me too!” Anna said.  “I play soccer!”


“I’ll give it a try,” Yubete offered.


Taro and his brother got roped into it once Maria returned, and they walked down the beach to the public net.  It was indeed a sepak takrow net, but it was adjustable, allowing Kato to raise it to the height of a footvolley net.  “Alright, this game has the same rules as volleyball,” he told them as he adjusted the net.  “One side can only hit it three time, and if it hits the ground, it’s a point.  But unlike volleyball, the side that didn’t serve can still score.  You can only hit the ball with your legs or your head, and you aren’t allowed to hit the ball two times in a row.  If the same player hits the ball twice in a row, then it’s a penalty and the other team gets a point.  No hands, no arms, no body, except if you’re blocking the other team’s shot.  But I don’t recommend you trying to do that as a beginner, because the ball just falls straight down and you aren’t allowed to hit it again.  That’s the only time you’re allowed to hit the ball with your chest or stomach,” he continued as Maria tossed him the ball, and he caught it with a foot, starting to dribble it as he stood steadily on one foot.  “Me and Maria have played this game a while, so we’ll be on opposite teams.  That puts one practiced player on each side.”


“Okay, but no spiking, brother,” Maria ordered.  “I’m not tall enough to deal with you spiking the ball.”


“That’s fair,” he nodded.  “You and me will only lob it over, deal?”


“Deal.”


“Okay then, let’s split into teams and do this,” Kato said, kicking the ball up high enough to catch it in his hand.


The teams were made, with Kato, Chihaya, Maria’s friend Sairu and Shikikomi on one side and Maria, Taro, his brother Aun, and Yubete on the other.  The other players were beginners, but they didn’t do that bad. Anna and Chihaya were better than the others because of their prior experience, either in soccer or martial arts, and their natural athleticism.  Taro wasn’t bad either, but he made a lot of silly mistakes because he was distracted by Yubete and her bikini.  But things got a lot more fun for Kato when a group of young men approached and invited Kato to join them for a game with experienced players.  So they surrendered the court to them after the game, and Kato joined the five college-age young men in a much more competitive game.  They were all pretty good at footvolley—sepak krakow to be specific, but they played with the net set at footvolley—so there was a lot more teamwork, and his friends got to see what spiking looked like.  All of them were tall enough to spike the ball, but Kato became the most feared player on the court because he could jump spike, something the other five hadn’t quite mastered.

“Are you from Brazil?” one of them asked with a laugh after he did his first jump spike, cartwheeling in the air to kick the ball almost straight down over the net and landing on his side and shoulders.


“My father is Brazilian, so I’ve been playing this for a while,” he replied modestly as he got up, wiping the sand off of himself.


“Works for me, about time we found a sixth with some skill!” another guy said happily.  “We haven’t had a good three on three game in a while!”

They attracted attention as the game progressed, until there was an actual crowd watching them…probably the first time many of them had seen the footvolley court in use by people who know what they were doing.  When they were almost done, one of his teammates gave him a long look, and asked the question he almost never expected to hear from anyone in Japan.  “Do you practice Capoeira?” he asked.


Kato gave him a surprised and respectful look. “Yes I do,” he answered.  “I’m shocked anyone here even knows what it is.”


“I practice jujitsu, and we’ve reviewed other martial arts as part of our training,” he replied.  “I never thought I’d actually meet a Capoeira maestro.  You guys are very rare, even in MMA circles.”


“I’m no maestro,” Kato said modestly.  “But thank you for the complement.”


The weather stayed clear through lunchtime, though clouds started gathering on the horizon, telling them that they didn’t have much longer.  Despite the limited time, Kato laid out on his blanket just outside the pavilion after the game and after swimming a while with Maria, a hat over his face and drifting in and out of a pleasant sunlight-induced doze.  Like his sister, he was blessed with dark skin that didn’t sunburn unless he was outside literally all day, and the morning and early afternoon of exposure would do little more than make him a little darker.  But, the sound of his little sister’s laughter relaxed him, made him feel that all was right with the world, so he drifted fully into sleep.


Which was unfortunate, because just about the time he drifted off, the girls in the tent started talking about him…almost as if they had a supernatural ability to tell when someone was really sleeping or not.  Only Chihaya and Yubete were in the tent when the gossip began.  “So, what’s he really like?” Yubete asked.  “Where the rest of us can’t see him?”


“Pretty much the same,” she answered.  “He comes home from work, eats dinner, spends a little time with us, then he goes to his room to study.  Most of the time he’s up way past midnight.  Then he gets up early so he can cook breakfast for us and make our lunches.”


“So…you’ve never walked in on him in the bath?” Yubete asked coyly.

“Of course not!”


“Girl, you need to try harder,” she replied.


“What does that mean?”


“I mean, you’d better think about getting your claws in him before the other girls start moving in.  They’re not afraid of him anymore,” she warned.  “Since the fall term started, he’s a lot different.  More relaxed.  He’s even been starting to be friendly to the rest of us.  And there’s no way the girls are going to let a guy like him go unclaimed for long, especially not after today.”


“What do you mean?”


“I mean we saw him with his sister.  We saw that he’s a caring, kind, responsible guy, on top of being a great cook, a great student, and a total badass, and boys like that are worth chasing,” she said seriously.  “You’re not going to keep your exclusive claim on him very much longer.  The other girls are going to start to move on him, because it’s becoming clear to them that you won’t.  They’re not going to let you keep him away from them without claiming him for your own.”

“I don’t hang out with him at school because I want to date him.  I keep him out of trouble because he’s an undisciplined mutt, and he’d run amok in school if I wasn’t there to keep him in his place,” she said, a bit lamely.  “No other girl can manage being his babysitter but me.”


“They sure don’t want to be his babysitter,” Yubete said in a naughty tone.  “And look me in the eye and tell me you haven’t thought about what you’d see if you walked in on him in the bath.”


There was a long, uncomfortable silence, followed up by Yubete’s laughter.  “I thought so.  Just keep that in mind, Rika.  If you don’t move on him, some other girl will.”

Yubete left the shade, and then Maria returned, digging a juice box out of the cooler.  “It won’t work,” she said in a quiet voice.


“What do you mean?” Chihaya asked her.


“What Yubete said.  It won’t work.  If the girls try to date big brother, he’ll just push them away.”


“What, his promise to keep his distance so he doesn’t cause any friction at school?”


“No.  Big brother doesn’t trust anyone.  And I mean anyone,” she replied.  “The harder they try to get close to him, the more he’ll push them away.  He’ll think that they’re suddenly cozying up to him now so they can betray him later.”


“I don’t think he’d react like that.”


“You don’t know him as well as you think you do, Rika,” she said, rather sadly.  “When we were in Hokkaido, he was tricked by a girl that pretended to like him.  What she did to him was absolutely awful,” she said quietly.  “Between what happened to him and what happened to me, he doesn’t trust anyone anymore.  Boys, girls, adults, it doesn’t matter.  To him, the entire world is his enemy.”

There was a long silence.  “What happened to you, Maria?”


She sniffled a tiny bit.  “When our father died, they split us up.  They put us in different foster families.  The one they put me with…they were very cruel,” she said in a small voice.  “They hurt me.  When big brother found out about it, he tried to get me out, but the social people wouldn’t do it.  They didn’t care that the family was hurting me.  They said that the family was prominent and important, and they weren’t going to sully their reputation by pulling me out and accusing them of abusing me.  He tried and tried, until one day, he came to the house himself to take me from them.  The foster family tried to stop him.  They fought.  Even though big brother was only thirteen, they were no match for him.  He…crippled both of them,” she said in a low voice, nearly emotionless.  “He would have killed both of them if I hadn’t stopped him.  The man is in a wheelchair now, and the woman suffered brain damage and she can’t live by herself anymore.  They arrested him for the attack, and for kidnapping me, but after the police found out why he did it, what they did to me, they dropped the charges.

“Big brother won custody of me, and we moved to another town, Ikazumi, to start over.  When we were there, a girl in his middle school convinced him that she was his friend, that she loved him, and he told her about what happened to us.  She then told everyone that he beat up the foster family on purpose, that he tried to kill them, and then she lied and said that big brother tried to kill her.  She even went so far as to have her brother beat her up so she had bruises and cuts to make it more convincing,” she said in a hollow tone.  “They put big brother in jail, they were going to put him on trial, but the police detective managed to discover the truth.  When the detective proved that the girl was lying, they dropped the charges, and she and her family moved out of Ikazumi because of the shame of being dishonored by their daughter’s actions.  Because of that, big brother doesn’t trust anyone anymore.  He trusted the government, and they put me with people that hurt me, then refused to take me out even when they knew that the family was hurting me.  He trusted Kimaura, and she nearly got him put in jail for the rest of his life,” she said with a sigh.


“Why would she do something like that?”


“Because we’re not Japanese,” she replied simply.  “She hated the immigrants that worked in the cannery in the village, and did everything she did because she doesn’t think non-Japanese people should be allowed to live in Japan.  In big brother, she saw someone she could get close to, someone who was lonely and wanted a friend, then she used that relationship to try to get him put in jail for the rest of his life.”


“That’s it?”


“That’s it.  The foster family that was cruel to me did what they did to me for the same reason.  They kept calling me a barbarian, and a sub-human, and that I should be chained to a post in the back yard like the dog I was,” she said in a small voice.  “That girl hated immigrants so much that she was willing to put an innocent boy in jail, destroy our lives, just to make the cannery fire the immigrants working there, make them leave Ikazumi.  It’s karmic justice that in the end, she was the one that was forced to leave.”


They were silent a long time, then Chihaya blew out her breath.  “And all this time, I’ve been calling him a mutt,” she said quietly.


“He doesn’t mind,” Maria told her in a more cheerful voice.  “At least not when you do it.  He likes you, Rika.  He’ll never admit it to you, but he does.”


“Coulda fooled me.”


“Trust me, he does,” Maria told her easily.  “If he didn’t like you, he wouldn’t talk to you.  Like at all.  He’d treat you the way he treats everyone else at school.  Just be careful, though,” she said in a more serious voice.  “Just because he likes you, it doesn’t mean that he trusts you.  It’s going to take a while before he gets to that point.  And you have to understand something.”

“What?”


“If you do something that he sees as you betraying him, he’ll shut out the entire world for the rest of his life,” she warned.  “He’s starting to like you.  Maybe even start to trust you a little bit.  That means that he’s reaching out from the shell he’s built around himself.  But if you hurt him, if he thinks you’re like all the others that have hurt him and used him in his life, he’ll retreat back into his shell…and he may never come out of it again,” she said in a strange voice.  “So please, please be careful.  It would break my heart to see that happen to him.”

“I wouldn’t do that.”


“I know you wouldn’t, at least not on purpose.  What I’m saying is, don’t ever pretend with him, or lie to him.  Be honest, even if it’s something you don’t think he wants to hear.  Be who you are, and you’ll be okay,” she told her with a reassuring smile.  “And don’t let what you know about him now change how you act around him.  He’ll get suspicious if you suddenly start acting differently.  If you want to be his friend, Rika, then just keep doing what you’ve always done.  Challenge him, stand up to him, don’t let him get away with anything, and keep him grounded.  In other words, just be yourself,” she smiled.  “In time, he’ll open up to you.  Just be patient.”

“Well, not that I particularly want to be his friend, but I can get behind keeping his arrogant butt firmly where it belongs.  Under my heel,” she declared, which made Maria giggle.


“Just be ready to start stomping.  He’s not quite so intimidated by you anymore, so he’ll be eager to butt heads with you,” Maria grinned.   “The fact that he’s started to actually tease you says a lot about that.”

“He was intimidated by me?”


“By your honesty,” she nodded.  “He expected you to be like everyone else, just saying what they thought he wanted to hear, which he sees as a threat.  I told you, he’s always respected you because he knows exactly where he stands with you.  He sees you as real, where he sees anyone else in school except Taro as fakes, pretenders, and those he will never trust.  You’re the first girl he’s ever come across that doesn’t fawn all over him, or pretends to be something she’s not.  You’re a direct, blunt, outspoken, brutally honest, borderline violent girl, and he finds those to be admirable qualities, because they show that you’re not afraid to show the world who you really are,” she said with a smile.  “Big brother respects honesty, and you are as honest as they come.”

“Huh,” Chihaya sounded, looking over at him.  “And he’s a scrapper, eh?”


“Oh yes,” Maria giggled.  “He’s just like you that way, Rika.  If he’s fighting with you, it means he likes you.  If he doesn’t like you, he just shuts you out completely.”

She blushed slightly.  “I do not,” she protested, then blushed deeper when Maria gave her a long look.  She was quiet a long moment.  “Should we wake him up?”


“Nah.  Let him sleep.  He needs it,” Maria said with a gentle smile as she looked over at him.
