
Late summer yielded to early autumn, and the routine of Kato’s life made the time almost seem to fly by.

The rains of summer tapered off in early September, leaving the weather clear and warm and delightful all the way through October, which Kato was told was the best weather of the year in Kagoshima and the time when its residents enjoyed outdoor activities the most.  But he only got to enjoy it one day a week, because his days were taken up with school and work, keeping him inside and busy almost from sunrise to sunset on the weekdays.  But, since the nights were warm and clear and enjoyable, he did spend some time outside after getting Maria in bed and before he started studying, often sitting on a bench in the small park beside the building and enjoying a little peace and quiet before going upstairs to study.


School…well, school was getting a little weird.  For one, as he feared, the girls were starting to try to talk to him.  He’d been there long enough for them to get used to him, and now they were starting to try to engage him in conversation, starting to stare at him in school, and it made him distinctly uncomfortable.  For one, he was still determined to avoid any and all girls from his school to avoid any potential issues or conflicts with the student council, principal, and board.  He didn’t want angry parents trying to get him expelled because they found out that the violent savage that the board brought in as part of their scheme to get rid of all boys in the school that failed was now dating their daughter.  For another, he found all their attention in him now to be extremely disingenuous.  They showed no interest in him back when he arrived, and for them to show interest in him now meant that they had ulterior motives.  He was the same person then he was now.  He had not changed, not in his behavior, not in his actions or activities.  For the girls to now be interested in him meant that either they were lying about being interested in him now, or they’d been too selfish and afraid when he first arrived to show him any interest, or even kindness.  That meant that they were cowards, and Kato couldn’t abide cowardice.  Not in any girl that wanted to date him, he wouldn’t have the time or the patience to deal with a girl like that.  His life had no room in it for a girl that couldn’t stand up to the challenges that she would face if she became a part of it.


Not that he hated cowardice in girls, it was sadly a trait that Japanese society tried to instill in women, but he couldn’t afford to suffer that trait in any girl that wanted to be a part of his life.  Any girl in his life would be subjected to his hardships, so she had to be strong of character to be unmoved in the face of adversity.


Then there was Chihaya.  If anything, she had gotten even more obnoxious over the last few weeks, gotten even more confrontational, and he had the feeling that it all had to do with the one time that he openly teased her in class.  It was like him daring to tease her in front of others had put her on the warpath to beat the impertinence out of him.  But, she was also acting…well, weird.  For the couple of months, she had been having Maria teach her Portuguese, and Maria had jumped all over the idea.  She loved the idea of Chihaya learning Portuguese, said that it made Chihaya feel more like family, and in just two months, she’d helped Chihaya build quite a vocabulary.  Every night when he came home, Chihaya and Maria were in the kitchen, as Maria taught her both how to cook and also Portuguese words and phrases.


No doubt, that was all about Chihaya always thinking that Kato was talking about her when he spoke Portuguese to his sister.  So, he’d let her learn Portuguese, and then, when he wanted to talk about her to Maria with her in the room, he’d simply use Spanish, or English, or even Korean.  Maria spoke some Korean, but not enough to be considered conversational.

And in a weird way, he kinda liked it too, though he never let on that he did.  For one, it made them even more of an exclusive little clique at school, because Chihaya also grilled Anna for Portuguese pointers, so their lunches were often spent with the three of them clustered around his and Anna’s desks as Anna taught Chihaya Portuguese, while Chihaya gave him smug looks, as if daring him to try to stop her.  Kato didn’t get involved in that, at its face looking like he was against the idea…and that only spurred Chihaya that much more.  If Kato showed irritation at her learning, it made her want to learn if only because it seemed to annoy him.  So, he was letting her think that he didn’t want her to learn Portuguese, because it sure as hell incited her to learn faster.

He had to agree with Maria.  He…liked the idea of Chihaya learning Portuguese.  He wasn’t sure why, but he did.  And Chihaya was showing just how smart she was in that education, because she was learning Portuguese at a surprisingly fast clip.  She couldn’t easily track what they were saying, but she could pick out the words or phrases that she’d been taught, and she’d managed to grasp the syntax of the language, which was different from Japanese.


Kato had learned sitting there for those lunch sessions too, as he and Anna taught each other the differences in their dialects, which Chihaya absorbed like a sponge when she demanded them to teach her the meaning of the words they were trading.  Kato was learning continental Portuguese as Anna learned Brazilian Portuguese. And he had to admit, he was starting to consider Anna a friend.  She wasn’t Japanese, so he was much more willing to give her the benefit of the doubt when it came to how she acted.  He found her refreshingly honest, kind, friendly, and intelligent.

Anna certainly was advancing in her Japanese.  The entire class adored her, so whenever she wasn’t learning Brazilian dialect or teaching him continental dialect, she was practicing her Japanese with her many friends.  Because of that, there were almost always other girls hovering around their desks.  Anna had dramatically improved her Japanese, abandoning the polite forms and learning more and more about slang, getting more and more conversational over those two months, to the point where she was bordering on fluent in the spoken language.  She still struggled with written Japanese, but even that was improving.  The best way to master a language was to be thrown into an environment where one had to constantly use it, and Anna had proven that she was more than up to the challenge of swimming in the sea of Japanese into which she’d been cast.

The month of October was winding down one gloriously warm, breezy Friday afternoon as Kato left school, attaché slung over his shoulder, as he and Chihaya parted ways silently.  She was on her way home to get ready for the dinner that she and Maria were hosting for a few of their friends from school—Anna was invited along—as Kato headed for work.  Things had been slow at the warehouse for the last few weeks, as they shipped out a great deal of inventory but didn’t get all that much in to replace it, which was a little unusual.  There almost hadn’t been enough for them to do, them cleaning the warehouse and organizing the pallets just to keep busy, so they weren’t just sitting around waiting for an assignment.  He walked the seven blocks from school to the warehouse, then entered through the door to the locker rooms to find it empty, with only the shift supervisor standing there with a clipboard.  He and the supervisor had never gotten along, but the man had accepted that Kato was a devoted and diligent worker.  “Cano,” he called in a quiet tone.


“Yes, supervisor?”


“I’m afraid I have—” he said, then his voice broke.  He took a moment to collect himself, his eyes clearly sheened over with near tears, and he began again.  “I’m sorry, Cano.  The company has decided to close this facility,” he said.  “All of us, even us supervisors and the warehouse manager, have been laid off,” he said in a charged voice.


Kato gawked at him.  What he was saying…that just wasn’t done in Japanese corporate society.  Companies demanded devotion and dedication from their employees, and in return, their jobs were considered secure.  Companies didn’t just lay off workers, that was a violation of the honor code of the company, almost considered a betrayal.

“My god, supervisor,” he said, almost stunned.  “Are you and the other supervisors going to be alright?  You’re full time workers!  You shouldn’t be laid off, the company should find another position for you!”


“I…I appreciate your concern, Cano,” he said sincerely, his eyes softening.  “I’m not entirely sure what I’m going to do, but we’ll be alright.  My wife also works, our savings and her salary can carry us through until I find another position.  The company promised to give me a strong referral when I apply to another company.”


“That’s at least a little good news,” Kato said.  “I take it I must clear out my locker and turn in my coveralls and ID?”


“Yes, I’m sorry to say,” he nodded.  “The company has arranged a severance of two weeks’ pay to help tide you over until you find another part-time job.  This check holds all wages earned up to today plus your severance.”  He offered Kato an envelope.


He took it with a bow.  “Thank you, supervisor.  That’s something, at least.  Do you need me to stay behind and help the supervisors clean the offices, prepare them to be left empty?”


He shook his head.  “We’re having a service come in for that,” he answered.  “I’m very sorry, Cano.  I know how much you depended on this job.”


“I’m part time, sir, I can find another.  It won’t feel the same, though.  I enjoyed working here,” he said honestly.


“You were a good worker, Cano.  I was very wrong about you, and for that, I apologize,” he said, bowing humbly.


“Thank you, sir,” he replied modestly.  “You were always fair to me, and I respect you greatly for that.”


And just like that, Kato was unemployed.  He took what few possessions of his out of his locker, turned in his coveralls and his ID, and then he left the warehouse.  And that was that.  The supervisor still looked about ready to burst into tears—Japanese were actually a very emotional people, something Kato could respect—and Kato felt some sincere sympathy for him.  It was going to be hard for him to find another full time job in this economy, but at least he wouldn’t have the black mark of being fired or let go from the job.  Being laid off was nearly unheard of in Japan, so it shouldn’t be held against him as he hunted for another job.


He took out his phone and texted Maria the bad news, if only to warn him he’d be home early.  He didn’t want to walk in on something like Chihaya running around the living room half-naked or something.  She and Chihaya both met him at the door when he got home, at least after depositing his final check in the bank.  “I’m so sorry, brother!” Maria said.  “So you don’t go back?”


He shook his head.  “The warehouse is closed down, and everyone that worked there was laid off.  Including the supervisors,” he answered.  “I guess I should have seen it coming.  Almost all the stock had been moved out of the warehouse over the last couple of weeks.  All of us thought that was very strange.”


“That’s so cowardly,” Chihaya growled.  “They knew what they were doing, and wouldn’t tell you until they did it.  They could have warned you early so you could find other jobs, so you could just go to the new job on Monday.”


“I’m not arguing,” he said.  “I thought you were having friends over for dinner.”


“It’s not dinnertime yet, brother, and don’t change the subject. What are we going to do?”


“I’ll find another job,” he shrugged.  “But it’s going to hurt, guys.  I’m not going to get a starting salary as high as I was getting at the warehouse.  We’re going to have to really tighten our belts until I can get a raise.  Until then, our savings can tide us over until I’m earning enough to cover the expenses again.  I have nearly a hundred thousand yen in the bank, what I earned working full time hours over the summer.  As long as we watch our spending, that will hold us over.”


“I can help, big brother,” Maria said.  “There are some things I can sell—“


“No,” he said forcefully.  “You let me worry about it, little sister.  That’s my job.  Your job is to do good in school.”

“But I can help!”


“You can help me by not giving me any reason to worry about you,” he replied.  “Now your friends are coming, so you’d better get dinner ready.  I know you worked very hard on it, so don’t let them down.”  He set down his attaché.  “They weren’t expecting me to be here, so I’ll clear out.  I’m going to see if there are any part time positions open around the building.”


Chihaya gave him a long look, but he shook his head without saying anything, then patted his sister on the head, turned, and left the apartment.  He was abrupt to avoid the impending argument with Maria, because she’d insist on finding some way to help, and he wasn’t going to allow it.  He wanted her to have no worries, no cares, he wasn’t going to let her bog herself down.  She did help with selling cookies at school from time to time, but he didn’t let her turn it into a job.  Her job was to have a life.  His job was to make sure she had that life.


He sat on his favorite bench in the park by the building and surfed the local job bulletin board on the internet, looking for any potential openings.  Most of the jobs around the building were service jobs, working in shops or boutiques, and someone like him wasn’t going to have much luck finding a job like that.  He could probably get a job in a fast food restaurant, but those were notorious for their very low pay.  His best bet locally was working in the fish market down by the docks, which was very large and fairly well known across Japan for its selection.  Kato himself shopped there from time to time when he wanted a particular kind of fish that wasn’t necessarily easy to get in the local supermarket.  Fishmongering was hard work, and he’d be doing most of it before school.  But they were almost always looking for more workers, because it was such hard work.  The only issue was, the pay wasn’t all that good, particularly for new workers.

He got more and more discouraged as he looked at the postings, at least until Chihaya sat down beside him.  He glanced over at her without saying anything, then went back to scrolling on his phone.  “It’s not gonna be easy to find anything local that pays enough,” she warned.  “I looked at part time jobs last month to make some extra money, and didn’t find anything worth the effort.”


“I’m starting to see that,” he agreed soberly.  “I’m probably going to have to take a day or two off from school and apply in some of the factories on the outskirts of the city.  They’re usually pretty flexible with their hours for part timers.  It’s hard work, but the pay’s worth it.”  He grunted.  “Maybe I could apply for an apprentice welder position.  I learned how to do it working in the cannery in Ikazumi, but it wasn’t anything official.  If I could pass their entry level welder’s test, they’d hire me.”


“Could you fit school in around a job like that?”


“I don’t know,” he replied.  “But if worse comes to worst, Chihaya, I’ll quit school so I can work.  Maria will throw an absolute fit, but that’s tough.  Her staying in the home she loves, her not having to move, that matters far more to me than finishing school.”


She was silent a long moment.  “Cano, if I could work something out, would you go for it?”


“What do you mean?”


“I mean, my family may hate me, but I know who they know.  There are a couple of business partners our company has ties with here in Kagoshima.  If I could arrange a part time job for you, would you take it?”


“If it pays what I was making at the warehouse, yes,” he replied immediately.  “This isn’t about my pride, Chihaya.  This is about making sure Maria stays in the place she considers her home.  The question is, what will it cost you?  You know your father will not be happy when he finds out you’ve been meddling in the family business.  Part of the deal for him not interfering in your life is that you don’t get involved in family affairs.  He may even stop paying your allowance, and that puts us in an even bigger hole.”


“I’ll do my best to make sure he never finds out,” she replied evenly, looking over at him.  “I’m hoping that at least one of his business associates will help us without telling him.”

“Still, let’s not risk that, at least not yet,” he said.  “Let’s see if I can find a suitable job.  If I can’t, if we’re starting to run low on money, then you try it your way.  That way we only risk him yanking your allowance when we’re desperate enough to potentially anger him.”


She gave him a long look, then nodded.  “Alright,” she sounded.  “There are a couple of other, less orthodox ways you can earn some money, Cano.  There’s a pretty big music scene here in Kagoshima.  Maybe you should look for a band that’s looking for a guitarist.  You might be able to make some money playing guitar.”


“That’s nowhere near as easy as you think it is,” he told her.  “Most bands that are playing local are just barely scraping by, and the time commitment for something like that is way beyond just a part time job.  I’d have better luck just playing guitar on a street corner for donations than trying to get into a professional band.”


“Well, it was a thought,” she grunted.


“Not a bad one,” he told her gently.  “Just a little unfeasible for our current situation.”


“Well, I’ll go back upstairs before Maria gets upset.  This weekend we’ll both do some hunting on the local job boards, see if we can find a decent-paying posting.”



“I’d appreciate the help,” he told her.


To her credit, she was serious.  They spent almost all Saturday and half of Sunday scouring every local job board and site, but they only found a few potential good jobs.  Kato arranged applications for them all on Friday, then on Monday he arranged it with his teachers and the principal to have an excused absence on that day.  High school in Japan was very different from America in that he wasn’t forced to come to school, high school was purely optional and thus the students were on the honor system when it came to attendance.  But it was still considered respectful and proper to warn the school of an upcoming planned absence, and that was what Kato did.

Him being unemployed put a damper on the entire week.  He kept looking for other jobs while waiting for Friday, and they had gone into complete frugal mode.  Their lunches were very plain, very cheap, and their dinners were even cheaper.  They were wise to pull the purse strings tight until Kato found another job to stretch their savings as far as possible.


Friday he saw Maria and Chihaya off, and then left the apartment in his best clothes and went to the three companies that had postings.  All three were factories outside of Kagoshima, looking for floor workers.  In Japan, just about any job required tests and interviews, not just an application, which was why he had to schedule his application.  Three times that day he arrived, filled out a significant amount of paperwork, proved he had work rights in Japan, then took a battery of both written and practical tests as the company assessed the education and the physical capabilities of the applicants.  He got home nearly at sunset and was treated to a hearty meal of hamburger steaks, which was probably a fairly deep dip into their savings.  But he didn’t say anything.  It was Maria’s way of trying to spread some optimism about his chances of getting one of those jobs, and if it made her happy, then he wouldn’t say anything.

But he wasn’t too optimistic.  He’d been in those rooms with a lot of Japanese applicants, and he wasn’t so blind to the reality of things in Japan to think that he had much of a chance.  They’d see his name written in katakana on the forms, see dozens of others applicants all with their names written in kanji, and his application would end up at the very bottom of the pile…if not in the trash.  It wouldn’t matter if he scored higher than anyone else.  It wouldn’t matter if he outperformed all of them in the practical exams.  He fully expected to get three I regret to inform you letters in a couple of weeks.


And he was fully justified in that suspicion.  He held off applying for any other jobs until he heard back from them, and almost exactly two weeks later, he got all three of those letters on the same day.  It made his Friday at school quite grim, though nobody in class really noticed it because he kept to himself.  He spent his lunch looking over the available part time jobs within walking distance of the house, because now he had to consider jobs that didn’t pay enough.


He’d just have to get two of them.


It was his only real option now.  He’d have to get an after school job, and also a weekend job.  It meant he’d have to curtail the time he put aside for his sister, but necessity mattered more than desire.  If he wanted to keep Maria in the apartment that she considered her home, keep her where she belonged, then he was going to have to work weekends.  The most economical way to go about it was to get two jobs close to the apartment so he could cut down as much as he could on expenses, and lucky for him, the district where they lived had a lot of shops and restaurants, and that meant that there were part time jobs available.


He didn’t want to do it.  He treasured the time he spent with Maria.  But he had no choice.  It was work two jobs or move, and he wasn’t doing that to her.  Maria loved the apartment, it was her home, and he wasn’t taking her out of her home.  They’d already been forced out of one apartment, there was no way in hell he was going to force her out of another.


The school day gave him time to work up the courage to do it.  He waited until they got home from school, sitting her down at the table with Chihaya and telling her the bad news.  “I can’t find any jobs that pay what we need to stay here, Maria,” he told her evenly.  “But I’m not out of options.  I’m going to have to get a second job.  It’s going to force me to work weekends, but it’s our only real option.”


“But, but that’s not fair to you, big brother!” she protested.  “You won’t have any time to yourself!”


“I don’t care about that,” he told her.  “This is my home. This is our home, and I will do whatever it takes to stay in it.  If that means I have to work a second job, then that is exactly what I will do.  I won’t be gone all day on the weekends, Mia.  I’ll only be working eight hours.  So we’ll still have plenty of time together.  If I work sixteen hours on the weekends, that’ll let us meet our expenses and stay here, so that’s that.”

“No.  I can get a job, mutt,” Chihaya said.


“No.  You already do enough for us, Chihaya,” he said.  “If not for you, we’d be living in a filthy one room hovel in the worst part of town.  I made a deal with you when we moved in, and I will uphold my part of it.”


“This isn’t about your pride, you—“


“It’s not.  It’s about protecting you,” he cut her off.  “If your parents find out you’re working, your father will cut off your allowance.  You know he will,” he stressed.  “He’ll tell you that if you’re willing to work, then he has no more need to take care of you.  And you’d have to work two full time jobs to make as much as the allowance your parents give you.  So, to protect your allowance, to protect the only reason we can afford to live in this apartment, you will not work, Chihaya.”


She gave him a long, nearly unfriendly look, then sighed and nodded.  “I don’t have to like it.”


“I know you don’t,” he told her.  “I know you’d work if you could, and I appreciate that.  But we can’t risk it.”


“Well, I can work!” Maria declared.


“Mia, you’re twelve years old.  You’re not allowed to work,” he retorted.  “You can’t work until you’re thirteen.”


“Well, I can work under the table!”


“No.  Not just no, but hell no,” Kato told her flatly.  “I’m not leaving you out there to be exploited by someone scummy enough to hire a twelve year old off the books.  If you want to try to help, you do it the way you’ve done it in the past.  Sell cookies and cupcakes,” he told her.  “That I don’t mind.  But you will not get a job, and that’s final.”

“But—“


“But nothing,” he said in a powerful voice of authority.  “This is the only way we can stay in this apartment, Maria.  And since it’s the only way, it’s what we’re going to do.  You just let me worry about it, sister.  I’ll be alright.  An extra sixteen hours a week isn’t all that bad, you’ll see.  Especially since I can get two part time jobs that aren’t all that strenuous, like working in convenience stores.  I’ll be alright, Mia.  We’ll be alright.  I promise.”


“Kato,” she said, her eyes sheening over with tears.  “I hate it.  I hate that you give up so much for me, and you never let me do anything for you.  You never let me help!”


“You help me by doing good in school and being happy, Mia,” he told her gently, taking her hand.  “It’s what you deserve.”


“But it’s not what you deserve!  I love you, big brother!  I hate seeing you work so hard when I do nothing!”


“My job is to make sure you have the best life you can have,” he said in a steady voice.  “That’s a promise I made to Dad, and it’s what I want more than anything else in the world.  If you want to make me happy, Mia, then you live your life without a care in the world.  You get good grades, you have lots of friends, you become student council president, you get into a good college, and then you do something amazing with your life.  You are my future, Mia, and if you succeed, then I know that I succeeded.  Nothing will make me happier than seeing you walk across the stage at your graduation ceremony, knowing that companies fought over which one would hire you to work for them.  That is my dream, and it’s up to you to make it happen.  I’ll do everything I can to make it as easy for you as possible, but in the end, Mia, it’s all up to you.  So don’t let me down.”

She gave him a long look, then she burst into tears, literally throwing herself over the table and crushing him in a powerful embrace.  He held her, comforting her, and noticed the look that Chihaya was giving him, like she was both proud of him and embarrassed by him.

But he knew that she understood.  He could see it in her eyes.

It took him a while to adjust to the normal.


As he expected, it didn’t take him long to find two part-time jobs around the apartment.  There were plenty of shops and businesses in the area that were hiring, and he was able to secure a part time job in a convenience store in the afternoons on the weekdays, and a second job in a different convenience store on the weekends, working dayshift on Saturday and Sunday.  Both jobs weren’t very hard work, but they kept him busy because of the number of customers the stores had.  Both were on busy corners, one by the train station and the other in the center of the shopping district down the street from the apartment building, and in both he worked the floor.  He stocked shelves, set out the fast food that convenience stores sold in Japan, and ran the cash register.  But, it was harder on him than working in the warehouse because he dealt with the public, and that meant he encountered quite a few very rude people.  He was blatantly not Japanese, so he got the gambit of rude customers, from those that spoke like he couldn’t understand the language to those that just flat out complained to the manager that a Yankee was working at the cash register.  But luckily for him, both of his managers were willing to back him thanks to the glowing recommendation he got from his former supervisor at the warehouse.  He did his work, he did it fast, and he did it well.  The cash register balanced to the yen after his shift, every time, and he was never late.


But it did alter their daily routine.  He worked an extra two hours every weekday compared to the warehouse job, so he got home much later.  But Maria adjusted, always having a hot dinner waiting for him.  On the weekends, he was out of the house before the girls woke up to start his shift at 6am, but that let him get home fairly early in the afternoon so he could spend as much time as he could with his sister and Chihaya.  It made it hard to go anywhere, so they couldn’t go on day trips anymore, but he didn’t let that stop Maria and Chihaya from having fun.  His hours gave him plenty of time to study, so his grades didn’t suffer, and while he lamented the loss of time with Maria and Chihaya, he was making more than he had at the warehouse between his two jobs, which made them financially secure.


 And that was what mattered.


But things didn’t calm down very much.  Just as they were settling in to this new normal, something came along and turned everything on its ear…and this time it came from the other side of the apartment.  And it was just wild luck that he was present to witness it.  He was cooking breakfast and lunch in preparation for school, and was halfway through getting breakfast ready when the doorbell rang.  He wiped his hands and went over to answer it.  On the other side of the door was a petite middle-aged woman with slightly graying hair done up in a bun, wearing a very expensive woman’s business blazer and skirt.  Beside her was a tall, austere-looking man with a thin moustache and thin, nearly sunken cheeks.  “May I help you?” he asked in a calm voice.

The woman nearly glared at him.  “You are Cano Kato?” she demanded.


“Yes I am,” he said, pointing at the plate beside the door that held both his name and Chihaya’s name, which was a tradition in Japan.  “May I ask who you are?’


“I am Chihaya Uki,” the man replied in a calm voice.  “My wife, Kiko.  Where is my daughter?”


“Getting ready for school,” he replied immediately and without so much as a shift in the inflection of his voice, looking at them with steady eyes.  “Would you like to come in and wait for her to come out of her room?”


“Don’t dare to order me around!” the woman snapped.  “Move aside!”


“Please come in,” he said calmly as he stepped aside and motioned them inside.  He returned to the kitchen to fill the omelet he was making, then folded it as Chihaya’s mother stormed into the living room, then slowed to a stop as she regarded the four doors in the room to discern which one led to her daughter’s bedroom.  “Door on the right on the wall to your right,” he supplied without turning around, standing at the stove as the man seated himself sedately at the table.  “And good luck.”


“Shut up!” she snapped.  “RIKA!” she screamed.


That caused some jostling beyond both doors on that wall, and Maria opened her bedroom door, fully dressed.  “What’s going on?” she asked, stepping out.  “Who are you?”


“I am Rika’s mother!  Who are you?” she demanded.


“Cano Maria,” she replied.  “I live here.”


“Not for long, you won’t!” she snarled.


Chihaya’s door whipped open, and a furious Chihaya roared out, wearing her school skirt and blouse, pointing at her mother.  “You have no business here!” she screamed.  “Get out!”


“Chihaya,” Kato said in a calm voice.


“Father!” Chihaya said in surprise, looking his way when he called her name.  “What are you doing here?”


“Your mother insisted,” he replied in a disinterested voice.  “We are here to discuss a business matter.”


“Maria, go finish getting ready,” Kato ordered, which caused her to retreat into her room.  “And I would ask you to not shout, Misses Chihaya.  You’ll disturb our neighbors.”


“How dare you order me around, you filthy peasant Yankee!” she said heatedly, turning in his direction.

“I’m not the one acting with a great deal of rudeness,” he replied calmly without turning to look at her.  “Would you like some breakfast, Mister Chihaya?” he asked pleasantly.  “I’m making omelets.”

“I’m afraid we won’t be here very long, but thank you for the offer,” he replied in a brisk yet polite voice.


“Of course.”


“Why are you here?” Chihaya demanded, stepping up to her parents.

“This…immoral arrangement will end immediately,” her mother ordered.


“What I do is my business,” Chihaya retorted.


“It has become my business,” her father spoke up in his calm yet disinterested  voice, as if he were bored to be here.  “Our business associates have heard rumors of your living arrangements.  They question my ability to control you,” he told her without emotion, looking at her.


“You don’t control me!  That’s the deal!” Chihaya shot back.  “You said that my allowance was the only responsibility you had to me, and that you didn’t care, even if I was alive or dead.”


“I don’t,” he said directly.  “But that was then.  This is now,” he answered, which made her mother give her a victorious, smug look.  “Because now, your actions are impacting my business interests.  In order to protect the Chihaya brand, I have cut you off.”

Chihaya gave him a stunned look.


“You are a failure, Rika.  You were born a failure, you will die a failure.  I was content to provide you with a modest sum of money so that your inevitable demise was at least comforting for your mother, but you have angered her, and she no longer supports you.  On top of that, you have cost me a lucrative business arrangement, and that means that my generosity to you has reached its end.  You are free, Rika.  You are free of any and all obligations to me and my family, and we are free of our obligations to you.  Your monthly allowance has been terminated.  I will no longer pay your tuition at Onnajiki.  You are now on your own, Rika, just as you have always wanted to be.”


“The only way to get back into our good graces is to return to Tokyo and vow to be an obedient and dutiful daughter,” her mother said with barely suppressed, savage glee.  She was enjoying crushing her daughter.  “But never to again be part of the Chihaya family.  Crawl back to me on your knees, daughter, begging for my forgiveness, and I may find it in my heart to arrange a job for you as a servant  Until then, wallow in poverty and misery and suffer the consequences of your disobedience.”  And with that, she turned and swept regally out of the apartment, leaving her husband to stare without emotion at his daughter, who was visibly trembling as the full impact of his proclamation began to sink in.

The man turned to look at Kato, who was standing by the stove, half-turned and with a skillet in his hand.  “I do apologize to you, Cano.  You have been caught up in Rika’s failure.  In compensation for your indisposition, I offer to pay three months of rent on this apartment so you have time to transition to a new home in an orderly fashion.  But to gain my favor, you must evict Rika from the apartment immediately.  She leaves with nothing but a suitcase.”


“Your offer is generous, Mister Chihaya.  But I decline,” he replied calmly, just as even and measured as Chihaya’s father.  “I made an agreement with Chihaya.  I will not break my word.”


“Honorable,” he murmured, then he turned and walked out the open door, not bothering to close it.


Kato looked at Chihaya, who was staring at him with teary eyes, her expression one of disbelief and horror.  He set the skillet aside and advanced towards her, then put his hands on her shoulders.  “It will be alright,” he said in a quiet, gentle voice.


She started sobbing, throwing herself against him.  He put his arms around her as Maria came out of her room, almost timidly, tears streaming down her cheeks.  She’d heard every word, and knew what it meant.


They would be homeless once again, and very soon.  They didn’t have the money to pay next month’s rent, and rent day was only a little over a week away.  And what was more, it meant that Chihaya would be removed from school at the end of the term, when tuition for the next term came due.  Her father had effectively not only destroyed her life, but destroyed any hope for her future, and it was clear that her mother would watch her suffer with abject glee, then, once Chihaya was completely broken, bring her home and continue to punish and torment her.

Those people were not parents.  They were monsters.


“It will be alright,” he told her again, patting her on the shoulder.


“What are we going to do, brother?” Maria asked.


“What we always do, Mia.  Find a way,” he told her, stroking Chihaya’s dark brown hair, the result of her attempts to dye it.  “We’ll be alright, Rika.  Me and Maria, we won’t abandon you.  We’re all in this together.”


“Together,” Maria agreed, coming over and pushing her way into both his and Chihaya’s arms.  “We’re almost like a family now, Rika.”


“I’m so sorry!  I’m so sorry!” Chihaya sobbed.  “I never dreamed they’d do this!  This is all my fault!”


“No, it’s their fault,” Kato corrected her.


Breakfast forgotten, school forgotten, Kato urged Chihaya over to the couch, then comforted her through the worst of her shock and grief.  The truth was, this was his fault.  If she hadn’t have moved in with him, then she’d still have her allowance, still have her tuition.  Her life had just been ruined, and all because she showed him and his sister the slightest bit of kindness.

But, there was at least something that he could do about that.


It was nearly noon by the time Chihaya calmed down enough to be rational, though she was still trembling and looked ready to burst into tears at any moment.  He sat beside her on the couch, even held her hand, as Maria held her other hand.  “I’m—I’m alright,” she finally said, taking a deep, cleansing breath.  “We have to decide what we’re going to do.”


“Maria, you and Chihaya start looking at apartments,” he said, patting Chihaya on the back of the hand, and then letting go and standing up.  “I have to go to Onnajiki.”


“What for, brother?”


“To keep Chihaya enrolled,” he replied.


“How are you going to do that?” she asked suddenly.


“I’m going to make a deal,” he replied as he picked up his school blazer.  “Don’t worry about it, Chihaya.  I’ll take care of it.  You two try to get something to eat, then start house hunting.”


It was a long ride on the train to the Onnajiki stop, and an even longer walk to the campus as Kato’s mind worked, going through all the possible scenarios for what he was about to do.  He wasn’t sure it was going to work, but it was Chihaya’s only chance, her only real chance to salvage any chance for a good life after she finished school.  For someone sheltered like Chihaya, she needed her degree, she needed the doors that it would open.  She was too sheltered to know how to make it in the real world, in the world of the working class.  It was his fault she was in this mess, and he would fix it.


The only way he could.


He had to wait for nearly half an hour in the office before the principal would see him, and he didn’t waste any time after he entered the office and bowed to her.  “Principal, I have a question.”


“Yes, Cano?”


“My scholarship.  Can it be transferred to someone else?”


She gave him a surprised look.  “What do you mean?”


“This morning, Chihaya Rika’s parents cut her off,” he replied calmly.  “Including refusing to pay for her tuition next term.  My question is, can my scholarship be transferred to her?  Can she take my place?”


“Well…yes, I suppose.  But why would you do that?”


“Because it’s my fault she’s in this mess,” he replied stonily.  He then told her what had happened that morning.  “Her parents made it clear that they’re doing this to punish her for taking me and my sister in as roommates, which she did as a kindness to us,” he concluded.  “That means that her being cut off is my fault. It’s my responsibility.  And I will do what I can to atone for my mistakes.”


“But what about you, Cano?”


“I don’t matter, Principal.  I never did,” he replied immediately and without emotion.  “And I never will.”


She gave him a long, long look, then sighed.  “I can arrange it.  But it means that you’ll be removed from school, Cano.  The end of this term will be it for you in Onnajiki.”


“I can live with that, Principal.  Given that I’ll be homeless at the end of next week, I have far more pressing problems at the moment than school.  I have to find a new place for us to live.”


“Including Chihaya?”


“She’s in no way prepared to deal with the real world, Principal,” he told her evenly.  “Besides, it’s my fault she’s about to be homeless.  I will take care of her, if only because no one else will.  She deserves that much.”


She gave him a long, almost mysterious look.  “You are a good young man, Cano Kato,” she finally said.  “I’ll discuss your proposal with members of the board, but I have no doubt they will gladly give your scholarship to Chihaya in order to keep her enrolled.  She has been here since first grade,” she said.


“Thank you.  With your permission, I’ll return home.  We have to find another apartment, and quickly.”


“Yes, I understand,” she nodded.


Maria and Chihaya had calmed down even more by the time he got home, and he sat down with them on the couch and pulled out some flyers and local listings he’d picked up.  “What happened, brother?  Where did you go?”


“I talked to the principal,” he replied.  “Chihaya, you don’t have to worry about being kicked out of school.”


“How did you pull off that miracle?”


“I got you a scholarship,” he replied.


She blinked.  “Seriously?  Where?  How?”


“Trust me,” he replied dismissively.  “I talked to the principal about it, and she said that there’s a scholarship you can get so you can finish out your last year at Onnajiki. That will let you get into a good college, and if you work hard, you can get a scholarship that will help with your food and board.  The principal said she’d start the paperwork to secure that scholarship for you, and that you wouldn’t miss any time.  When the next term starts, you’ll have the scholarship and will be able to stay in school.  So, it’s not the end of the world,” he said reassuringly.  “You won’t get kicked out of school, so all we have to worry about is finding a place to live.”

Chihaya sniffled.  “I don’t know what to say.  Thank you, mutt.”


“You’re welcome,” he told her with a gentle smile.  “You girls have any luck with the listings?’


“Not really,” Maria replied.  “We may have to make some real sacrifices, big brother.  Like not any of us having a bedroom at all.”


“I can take it if you can,” he replied lightly.


That weekend was a grim one.  Kato had to work, but when he came home, he helped the girls search for apartments…but it was the same problem they had before.  They simply couldn’t afford anything decent in a location that would make it easy to get to and from school.  They had decided to look for apartments within walking distance of the school to save money on train fare, and there weren’t very many options.

Monday they returned to school, even Kato, because he was determined to see it through to the end of the term.  And somehow, word had gotten out all over school about what had happened…which he supposed had to be Chihaya texting her friends about it.  Her friends descended on her and tried to comfort her before they even reached the gates, just after dropping Maria off at the elementary school, and he walked on ahead to give her a little privacy to talk with her friends about things she may not be comfortable saying around him.  He reached the gates, but was met by one of the Principal’s secretaries, who brought him up to her office.  Almost as soon as he entered the room, Chihaya was brought in as well.  “Good, both of you are here,” she said.  “I discussed your proposal with members of the board, Cano, and they agree to it,” she declared.  “But I want to hear from Chihaya herself that she’s agreed to this plan.”


“What plan?” Chihaya demanded, which made Kato sigh.


“Cano has offered to give you his scholarship, Chihaya,” she told her, looking at her directly.  “You continue for your senior year, and Cano leaves, most likely to transfer to another school.”


“What?  You didn’t tell me that!” Chihaya barked, glaring up at him.


“It has nothing to do with you, Chihaya,” he said patiently.  “I am more than happy to give you my scholarship, because you need it far more than I do.  I’ll just get a job, so I can support you and Maria while you go to school.  That was my original plan with Maria, so it doesn’t bother me to go back to it.”


“You—I—Are you insane?  What about you?”


“I don’t matter, Chihaya,” he replied with calm reserve. 


“What does that mean?”


“I mean, it’s my fault you got cut off by your parents,” he replied.  “I had a role in the events that ruined your life.  I owe you, and I will repay that debt by doing what I can to help you get that life back.  I told you that I would not abandon you, Chihaya, that we’re now in this together.  You should know me well enough by now to know that when I make a promise like that, I mean it.  I will do whatever I can for you, because you deserve it.  After what your parents did to you, how cruel they were to you, you deserve far more than I could ever give you,” he said with quiet dignity.

She gaped up at him, then blushed and looked away, clenching her hands into fists.  “You’re such an idiot!” she accused.

“I have to hear it from you, Chihaya,” the principal said in a gentle voice.  “Will you accept Cano’s offer?”


She looked up at him, her eyes hostile, but then she saw his implacable gaze in return.  She sighed and slumped her shoulders.  “He’s not going to let me say no, is he?” she said in resignation.


“I don’t think he is,” the principal agreed in a gentle tone.


“Accept it, Chihaya.  If you don’t, then I’ll simply quit school and nobody gets the scholarship.”


“You’d do it,” she accused.


“In a heartbeat,” he affirmed shamelessly.


“Alright. Alright!  I’ll take the scholarship!” she nearly shouted.  “And you, I will beat you senseless when we get home,” she threatened with an icy stare.  “Do you know how awful I’m going to feel every day, knowing that you had to give up school so I could stay?”


“If you want to make me happy, Chihaya, then stay in school,” he said mildly.  “Because every day that you do is a declaration to your mother and father that you will succeed without them.  Despite them,” he said, looking at her.  “Every day you come to school will be a spit in their faces, from both of us, telling them that they could not break you.”


He knew her, he knew how to get her on his side, and that was the easiest way.  Her eyes lit up a bit with defiance, and she gave him a fierce nod.


“Alright then,” the principal said.  “I’ll start the paperwork, Chihaya.  I’ll be calling you back to the office later today in order to sign the forms once they’re prepared.  Cano, there are some forms that you’ll need to sign as well,” she warned.

“Alright, Principal,” he nodded.


They returned to class, and Anna gave him a strange look as Chihaya stormed to her desk and sat down in it so forcefully she almost bounced out of the seat.  “What’s going on?” she whispered.


“It’s complicated,” he replied evenly.  “But it’s nothing to worry about.”


“Okay.”


By the second break, everyone in school had heard the truth of the matter, that Kato was leaving school at the end of the fall term and giving his scholarship to Chihaya, who had been cut off by her parents, so she could stay.  That brought quite a few students to his desk during breaks, even from other classes, offering their condolences and asking how they could help…as if they actually meant it.  And to their credit, a few of them seemed sincerely outraged by the situation, both that Chihaya had been treated so cruelly by her parents, and were quite awed that he would give up his own scholarship for her. But they didn’t understand that he felt like this was all his fault, so giving up his scholarship was the least he could do to try to fix the damage he’d caused.

And word of it spread far beyond the school.  At the end of instruction, he returned to the office to sign the forms to transfer his scholarship to Chihaya, and as he left, a limo pulled up to a stop on the street beside him and the window rolled down.  Inside was Chihaya’s father, who was alone in the car.  Kato stopped and looked at him with cold, emotionless eyes, matching the deadness in the man’s own.  “Mister Chihaya,” he said politely.


“Mister Cano.  You gave up your scholarship,” he mused.  “For her.  Why?”


“Because it was the right thing to do,” he replied calmly.


“She doesn’t deserve it.”


“You don’t know your daughter, Mister Chihaya,” he replied.  “She is by far the strongest, smartest, and most capable of all your children.  That you consider her to be a failure tells me that you are an exceedingly poor judge of character.”


He barely even blinked at his polite insult.  “You are the one that doesn’t know her, Cano.  She will disappoint you, as she has me, and in time you will come to curse the day you let her into your life,” he replied almost absently.  “I give you my word that I will not interfere in the matter, nor will I allow my wife to interfere.  Rika is on her own, and I will not clean up the mess she makes of your life.  The damage she does to you and your sister will be wholly on your own shoulders.  I wish you good luck, young sir.  You are going to need it.”  And with that, he rolled his window back up, and the car pulled away and continued down the street.

That was…bizarre.  But it also told him everything he needed to know about Chihaya Uki.  The man simply wasn’t human.  To him, the entire world was business.  His company, his family, his life, everything.  Everything was boiled down to making decisions without emotion, from the purely analytical point of view of risk versus profit.  A man like him was the absolute anathema of someone like Chihaya, and he could see why she hated him so much.

At her core, Chihaya was a woman of emotion   Of passion.  She couldn’t comprehend anyone that utterly lacked them, someone like her father, and her father would see someone like her as nothing but risk.  Her father saw Chihaya as a failure because he thought she had no discipline, no self-control, and had a major attitude problem that was exacerbated by her defiance.  He didn’t understand that a girl like her simply could not survive in the kind of environment that he demanded.

In a way, him cutting her off was the best thing that could have happened to Chihaya.  It meant that she was now forever free from his control, because Kato had no doubt that Chihaya Uki had written off his daughter with as much concern as he might write off a debt on his taxes, and would probably never even think of her again.


And that was the very definition of a monster.  Her father was a complete sociopath, and she would do well to never see him again.


She didn’t need him.  She wouldn’t need him ever again.  Now that her enrollment in school had been assured, Kato would make sure that she never had to even think about that bastard ever again.


It wasn’t much, but it was now home.

They moved in early on a Saturday morning, the week after Chihaya had been cut off by her parents.  It was a one room studio apartment over the garage of an upper middle class house, with its own entrance on the side.  The room was large, the size of the two car garage beneath it, and had a full kitchen and a small bathroom that held a shower and a toilet.  Its large size would give the three of them plenty of room, if not very much privacy.  The only problem was, the apartment was unfurnished, so they had almost nothing when they moved in except their clothes and their personal effects.


That meant no dressers, no beds, no desks, no television.  It didn’t even have internet, as the house was out of range of the free city-wide wifi.  It did have a hookup for a cable modem, which meant they’d have to open an account with the local service to get internet.  The only furniture the apartment had was a dining table that was resting on its edge against the wall 


The apartment was large enough for the three of them, and the rent was reasonable, but they paid for that by its location.  The apartment was not within walking distance of the school, and was in fact quite a distance from the nearest train station.  They’d have to leave nearly an hour early to take a bus to the train station, then take the train to school.  It wasn’t what they wanted, but they hadn’t had many options. This was the best of their available options, so this was what they went with.  The apartment being in a good neighborhood and in good repair was far more important to Kato than it being close to school.  Not only that, but their landlords seemed very nice, a middle-aged working couple with no children of their own, both of them low-level executives for Sony, which had a very big office downtown.


Getting the apartment had required a bit of convincing with the landlords.  The couple had been a little wary of renting out the apartment to a young man and a young lady, but the presence of Maria had changed their minds.  For one, the couple had taken an immediate liking to her, and for another, her presence in the apartment assured them that nothing naughty was going to be going on in there.


“Well, it’s bigger than I remember,” Maria mused as she walked in, looking around.  There were windows on two walls, letting in some natural light, with the bathroom on the right wall and the kitchen area on the left.  The table was leaning against the wall holding the door, which was in the corner of the room.  An external stairway on the back of the garage led up to the apartment, and the apartment had its own gate in the side wall that surrounded the house and yard, with their own key to it.  That gate opened to a narrow alley rather than the main street.


 “We have plenty of room, just no walls,” Kato murmured as he set down one of his suitcases.  He was carrying two, with a huge duffel sack on his back holding most of their small appliances.  They had brought everything they owned with them, which required a whole lot of lugging to get it on the bus from the train station.  “I hope you ladies can handle the glory of my bare chest for extended periods of time.”


Maria giggled when Chihaya whacked him as she walked by.  “We’re going to have to go get some futons, or we’ll be sleeping on the floor.”


“I haven’t used a futon since I was like four,” Chihaya grunted.  “I hope my back can handle it.”



“We’re going to need at least one desk, too,” Kato said.  “And a TV, and a cable modem.  And we need to call the local ISP and open an account so we can get internet.”


“Well, we do have some money saved up,” Maria said.  “I think we can afford what we need.”


“Let’s get some stuff set up, then we can make a list and go to the store,” Kato suggested.


They did so, unpacking their stuff as best they could in a room that had no furniture, mainly just putting it in neat piles in areas that more or less became personal space for someone


Their landlords dropped in on them as they organized things, Kato setting up the small appliances he brought while Maria put away the dishware they brought with them, and Chihaya was putting the few things they’d brought into the refrigerator.  “I see you’re settling in,” the husband said, who was a short, portly man with a kind face.  They were the Honda family, the husband Kojiro and the wife Mimori.


“Yes, landlord,” Kato answered evenly as he plugged in the rice cooker.  “I hope we didn’t disturb you when we arrived.”


“We’re always up early on Saturdays,” Mimori replied dismissively as she stepped into the apartment.  “Did you find the note we left you?”


“Yes ma’am, and thank you,” Kato said.  “We’re going to call them as soon as we buy a cable modem and set up our account.”


“They’re pretty cheap, and their service is always very reliable,” Kojiro told them.  “I sometimes telecommute, and I have no trouble with my video conference calls.”


“Thank you for leaving the table.  It’s going to be very useful to us,” Kato said respectfully.


“It’s fine, we had no room for it in the house anyway,” Mimori smiled.  “We’ll clear out and let you settle in, we just wanted to see how you were doing.  And it looks like you’ll also be going to the market.”

“It’s on our list of things to do,” Kato nodded.


“Just let us know if you need anything,” Kojiro said, and then the two of them left.

Well, that was…interesting.  Kato had the feeling that the landlords weren’t going to be very unobtrusive.  And the glance that Chihaya gave him where Maria couldn’t see told him she felt the same way.


They all walked down to the shopping district that served the neighborhood, which was smaller than he expected, but it had all the stores they needed in order to set up the house.  They managed to buy the food to finish stocking the pantries, found three fairly cheap yet good futons, sheets for them, a skirt for the table, and they found a cheap folding privacy screen that they could set up in a corner to give them a place to change clothes somewhere that wasn’t the bathroom.  Kato ended up lugging that and the rest of their purchases back to the house as the girls continued shopping, then came back and helped carry the rest of their goods back to the apartment.  They discussed how they were going to arrange the room on the way back, then Kato went back out to head to an electronics store to buy a cable modem.


That worked out very well.  They had internet an hour after he returned with the modem, as the ISP was open on Saturdays and they made it quick and easy to open an account and set up the modem.  He was adding his phone to the modem’s wifi when the doorbell rang, and he was quite surprised to find Yubete, Shikikomi, and Taro on the other side of the door.  He let them in as Chihaya stood up in surprise.  “Hey guys, we found your new place!” Yubete said, and Kato gave a start when Ayame and Machikura carried in a pretty big TV, looking to be at least 120 centimeters.

“What is this?” Kato asked.


“It’s a TV, silly,” Shikikomi grinned.  “It’s been sitting in my closet for nearly a year, just collecting dust, and I thought that you guys might be able to use it until you get one of your own,” she said easily as the two girls set the TV down by the modem, which was sitting on the floor against the wall.


“Aww, that was so kind of you!  Thank you!” Maria said girlishly.


“We appreciate your thoughtfulness,” Kato said with a gracious nod.  “Thank you.”


“Well, I would ask you guys to show me around, but I think I’ve seen the whole place,” Taro mused, then the girls laughed when Ayame slapped him on the shoulder.


“Well, come in,” Kato said.  “I’ll set up the TV, Chihaya.”


“Sure.”


The girls all gave him a look.  “You two have lived in the same house how long, and you still won’t use her first name?” Yubete accused.


“That would make her think I like her,” he replied in a voice that made quite a few of them laugh.


They brought more than the TV.  They’d ordered delivery, and it arrived just a few minutes after he set up the TV.  And he had to admit, he found it very…comforting that they’d come to visit, that they’d taken time out of their Saturday and braved both a long train ride and a long bus ride to get there, and doing it with a TV no less.  They sat around the table, talking about the apartment and the move, and thankfully they all avoided the subject of Kato’s impending departure from school.  That was still something of a sore spot for both Chihaya and Maria…Maria much more so.  She had been very mad when she found out what he’d done, but she’d come to grudgingly accept his decision the last couple of days.  Especially after he explained to her, out of Chihaya’s earshot, just what her parents had done to her, emotionally as well as financially.

“So, is there anything else you guys desperately need that one of us might have a spare lying around?” Taro asked.  “All you have to do is ask, guys.  We’re here for you.”


“I think we’re good,” Chihaya answered, to which Kato nodded.  “All that we’re really lacking is furniture, and I doubt any of you have any of that just lying around.”


“We had most everything we need from when we lived in the other apartment,” Maria agreed.  “The big thing was our kitchen stuff, both dishware and appliances.  It was a bit of a chore carrying it over here, but we got it here.  Poor big brother almost looked like that bag holding most of our kitchen was going to crush him,” she said, giving him a smile.


“Shoulda told us, dude, we’d have helped,” Taro accused, looking at Kato.


“No.  I’d never impose on you like that, Taro,” Kato replied with a shake of his head.  “We got it here, and that’s all that matters.  And we didn’t even break anything.”


“Are you guys going to be okay here?” Ayame asked.


“We should be okay,” Kato nodded.  “The rent is actually fairly low because it’s so far out, and what I’ll earn from my part time job will more than cover it.  But, I’ve had to quit my jobs in town,” he said.  “I hated doing that, but it’s just too far for me to commute for part time jobs.  I’ll be getting a new job within walking distance of the apartment.”


“We have enough money saved up to hold us over until the mutt is earning money again,” Chihaya said.  “And I’ll be contributing.  I’m going to get a job of my own at the start of next term.  Since I don’t have an income anymore, I need the money.”


“Well, I don’t think it’ll be all that bad,” Yubete told her.  “You’ll do good no matter where you work, Rika.”

“I’m going to allow it,” Kato said dryly.


“Allow it?  Since when do you get to tell me what to do, mutt?” Chihaya barked in challenge, putting her hands on the table and glaring at him.


“Since I love it when you’re mad at me.  It keeps balance in the universe,” he replied, which made the others laugh.


“If you guys need jobs, I think I can help you there,” Shikikomi said.  “As you know, my family owns a business in Kagoshima.  I can get my dad to hire you part time easy.”


“Downtown is too far,” Kato said, shaking his head.  “If it weren’t, I wouldn’t have quit the jobs I had.”


“Oh.  True,” she frowned.


“We appreciate that you’d try, Akiya,” Chihaya told her with a smile.


“For one of my best friends?  Always!” she replied cheerfully.


“I looked over the job postings within walking distance of the apartment, and there are quite a few of them,” Kato said, then he nibbled on a pocky stick.  “And they pay surprisingly well, I guess because this is so far out from the city.  I may only need one job to cover our half of the expenses.”


“And I’ll only need one job to meet mine,” Chihaya nodded.  “We’re certainly not going to be rolling in the yen, but we’ll make it.”

“That’s a relief.  But, I’m a bit surprised,” Ayame said.  “That you two are staying together.”


“It’s business,” Kato said, to which Chihaya nodded.  “We need each other right now.  Neither of us can afford to live by ourselves, at least not anywhere decent, so we’ve decided to continue our arrangement from the apartment downtown.  Except now, Chihaya has to clean up after herself,” he declared.


“And cook?” Yubete asked lightly.


“Oh no, she only cooks while being directly supervised by one of us,” he retorted immediately, and they all laughed when Chihaya threw a pocky stick at him.


“She’s still learning how to cook,” Maria said artfully.  “Once we have her trained up, then we’ll be happy to let her do some of the cooking.  Until then, she watches and learns.”


“I was a total disaster in home ec, but Maria makes it easier to understand,” Chihaya said, looking over at the young girl.  “And they’re teaching me more than Japanese dishes.  They know a bunch of Brazilian and American dishes, and I’m learning those too.”


“I bet you two are really used to it.  Living together,” Taro noted.


“She’s grown on me,” he replied.


“He’s not a total jackass at home,” Chihaya shot back, which elicited a few giggles around the table.


“They fight a lot, but I think they do it because they enjoy it,” Maria said impishly, grinning at her brother.


“So, it’s just school at home, then,” Taro said.


“More or less,” Kato agreed mildly.


The mystery of them getting the TV there was solved when they left, because Shikikomi’s parents had sent two cars with drivers, and that was how the others had arrived and got home.  Shikikomi was also local, like Taro, her family lived in Kagoshima.  They’d stayed most of the afternoon and evening, only leaving when it got dark.  Since they’d had a pretty long and exhausting day, the girls laid out their futons over by the air conditioner and climbed into them.  “I haven’t done this since I was a kid,” Chihaya mused.


“We used futons in our apartment in Ikazumi,” Maria told her.  “So I’m kinda used to it.”


“At least this apartment is big enough for us to lay them out with some space,” Kato mused from the table.  He was going over his list of jobs that he was going to apply for over the next week.  “Just be careful, Chihaya.  Maria tends to sprawl.  I got slapped in the face by her more times than I could count when we lived in Ikazumi.”


“Don’t warn her, brother!” Maria giggled.


“You are such a meanie, little sister,” he accused, which made her laugh.  “Now I’ll be quiet and let you two get to sleep.  Pleasant dreams.”

The girls fell asleep fairly quickly, and he kept quiet as he went over his list, then went over the budget he’d prepared taking their new rent and expenses into account.  As usual, he was up late, more than late enough for Chihaya to get up to go to the bathroom as he sat at the table, using a small light to illuminate the book he was reading, just relaxing a little before he went to sleep.  She detoured over to him and sat down on the other side of the table.  “It’s past midnight,” she said quietly.


“I know.  I’m about to go to sleep,” he answered in a near whisper.  “I went over everything again.”


“And?”


“And we’re gonna be okay,” he said, giving her a steady look.  “The salaries the part time jobs offer in this area will cover our expenses with a decent amount to spare. We’ll even be able to afford some furniture after a couple of months.”


“That’s a relief,” she said.  “I just hope I do okay.  I’ve never worked a job before.”


“Just do your best, be honest, and always, always, work hard.  Your boss will appreciate that you work hard, even if you’re not very good at what you’re doing at first.  But you’ll learn, you’ll get good, and then your boss will be very happy every time he sees you walk through the door.”


“I don’t do anything any less than my best,” she said in a hushed, challenging tone.


“And that’s the exact attitude that managers look for when they hire people,” he told her.  “You’ll be just fine, Chihaya.”


She looked at him.  “Mutt.”


“Yes?”


“Since I’m going to depend on getting a scholarship now, and you get such good grades…would you mind if we studied together?  My grades aren’t the best, and I’m going to need to bring them up to get a scholarship.”


“I’d be happy to.  It will make studying much less lonely,” he answered.  “If anything, I’m sure I can get your English grade up quite a bit.”


“You’ve already taught me a lot of English,” she agreed.  She was quiet a long moment, then put her elbow on the table and leaned on her hand.  “I wouldn’t mind that much, you know.  If you called me Rika,” she said, a bit embarrassed as she looked away from him as she said it.  “But only at home!  If you call me Rika at school, mutt, I’ll kick your ass.”

“That’s so big of you,” he said in a lilting voice that made her try to kick him under the table…but her leg wasn’t long enough to reach him.  “Rika.”


She glanced at him, and even though it was dim in the room, lit only by his tiny tabletop reading light, he saw a hint of a blush on her cheeks.  “Mutt,” she taunted, then flashed him a shameless little grin.


What Rika’s parents had done to her had some ramifications that extended well beyond school, and well after it happened.


October flowed into November, and Kato was quietly preparing for the end of his scholastic career.  The term ended in mid-December, and then the new term, and new academic year, would begin in late January.  Rika would be a senior, Maria would enter her first year of middle school, and Kato, well, Kato would be working.  But, even though he was leaving school, he wasn’t slacking off.  He was determined to leave the way he came in, with the second best scores in his grade, exiting Onnajiki on the academic dean’s list.  Just like Rika, it wasn’t in him to do anything half-assed, even if it was something that he knew he couldn’t complete.

The three of them had settled into their new apartment surprisingly well. There had been a couple of instances of them walking in on each other in the act of dressing, at least until they got used to the idea of using the privacy screen, but all in all it wasn’t all that bad.


But, the big difference from the norm was that he had yet to get a new job.  They had the money to pay the bills for a couple of months, so long as they watched their food budget, and he’d let Maria talk him into not getting a job until after the term ended, for them to use their savings rather than him getting a new job.  Her reasoning did make sense, that it was best if he waited until the term was over and he could get a job with the hours he wanted, enough sense for him to do it.  But, he did pick up a temporary job with a restaurant, working two hours an evening delivering for them.  They supplied the bike, and the money wasn’t that bad at all, so that supplemented their savings fairly well. 

In reality, Maria just wanted a few weeks to spend with him without work taking up so much of his time.  They’d had very little time together when he was working two jobs, and she wanted to spend time with him again before work took up his time again.  And he was willing to give her that, because he missed her too.


From their perspective, they had moved on from what Rika’s parents had done, and had done fairly well for themselves.  They had settled into a new apartment, they had set up a budget they could handle that kept the bills paid and let them feel like they weren’t dirt poor, and they were starting to adjust to the new normal their lives had become.  But what the Chihayas had done to their daughter had become common knowledge in Kagoshima, and that very much did affect Chihaya Uki’s business interests in the city. And not in a good way.

Her father had cut Rika off because her living arrangements had become common knowledge among his business associates in the city, and one of his business partners had made note that it made Chihaya Uki look weak that he couldn’t keep control over his daughter.  Uki subsequently moved to sever the potential embarrassment she represented, but he did it in a way that did not sit well with just about every other business associate he had in Kagoshima that was not the one that voiced his displeasure at the situation.  They had expected him to take his daughter in hand and remove her from the apartment she was sharing with a young man, but his draconian response to the situation had actually cost him a significant amount of business in Kagoshima.  They didn’t want to do business with someone that would do that to his own daughter, it exposed Chihaya Uki as a ruthless monster, and businessmen in Kagoshima didn’t want to be associated with someone that monstrous.  But that was no boon or benefit to Rika, because the damage was already done, and it gave her father no benefit to reinstate her allowance.  As far as her father was concerned, Rika no longer existed.

It showed that her father was indeed a complete sociopath, that he was honestly surprised that people would react the way they did to what he’d done.  He saw absolutely nothing wrong with it, and was both mystified and annoyed that people couldn’t see that for themselves.


But it did affect his and Rika’s lives in an indirect way, and a very fortuitous one at that.  The fact that Kato and Rika stayed together even after she was cut off made quite a few people familiar with the situation see it as far less scandalous, even made some mistakenly believe that they were a couple, and that was heavily reinforced by Kato’s selfless act of giving his scholarship to her so she could stay in school.  And it was that act that brought a little serendipity into their lives.


It was a brilliant, warm morning as the three of them walked from the train station, Maria and Rika chatting as Maria talked on the phone with one of her friends.  Them moving had curtailed the visits from her friends to the apartment, their new place was just too far away, but now she was the one going to their houses and apartments after school.  Kato had been doing the cooking after school, fitting it around his two hour delivery job, letting Maria have a little fun and just be the popular girl she was without having to worry about things.


They saw her through the gate of her campus and walked on down to their own, and Kato noticed absently that there was a decided lack of other students walking on the street.  They were usually just two in a crowd, but they were the only ones that went past the elementary school gates.  Where everyone was became apparent when they turned into the gates, and found virtually the entire student body of the high school standing around the courtyard statue, well over a thousand students packed around the statue.  The principal was standing on the dais upon which the statue rested, a megaphone in her hand.  The two of them approached the throng with honest confusion, at least until the principal raised the megaphone.  “I have an announcement!” she called.  “Cano Kato, would you please come up here?”  Rika gave him a strange look as he glanced at her, but he just shrugged and did as she ordered, moving through a bunch of grinning students and hopping up onto the stone platform.  He looked at his classmates with honest curiosity, because they were all smiling or grinning back at him.  “Would the student body please congratulate Cano Kato for being the very first recipient of the newly formed Onnajiki Outstanding Student scholarship?” she said in a bright, happy voice.


He gave her a stunned look.


“That’s right, Cano,” she said beamingly.  “A new scholarship program has been started, which will be awarded to one student per year that the school believes embodies all the best qualities that personify an Onnajiki student.  Scholastic excellence.  Dedication.  Hard work.  Determination.  Integrity.  Dependability.  Leadership.  And most important of all, a selfless consideration and regard for your fellow students.  Your dedication to this school, your repeated acts of selfless generosity to your fellow classmates, they have not gone unnoticed.  In recognition of your contributions to the school and the pride and honor you have brought to us from all of Japan, you have been awarded a full academic scholarship with an additional stipend for living expenses so you may complete your senior year here at Onnajiki.  Congratulations, Mister Cano!”

“Congratulations!” the entire student body roared.


He was totally floored.  He looked at them with nearly vacant-eyed confusion, then he put his hands over his face and leaned over, honestly overwhelmed as he tried to bow.  The principal put her hand on his shoulder, then he rose up and looked over at her, wiping tears from his eyes.  It was probably the first time most of them had ever seen him show any emotion.


And it was the first time, in so long that he couldn’t even remember, that he didn’t feel like an outsider, even among those that spent every day with him.


The principal gently pushed him back down to the ground, and he was nearly mugged by his fellow students as they swarmed around him, congratulating him once again.  He was in shock.  He couldn’t process it, that he’d been given a scholarship, and that the entire school had been there to hear the announcement.  He all but stumbled around among his peers, being patted, his hands shaken or taken by smiling, doe-eyed girls, at least until the principal told them that they were going to be late for class.  Everyone started filing into the school, leaving him a little scattered, at least until he found himself staring at Rika.  She gave him a look that made it clear she had no idea what was going to happen, then she gave a cry of delight and startled him by throwing herself into his arms.  “I can’t believe it!” she said giddily.  “You don’t have to quit school!”

“I—I don’t know what to say,” he stammered.  “Well, at least you don’t have to feel bad now,” he said.


She laughed, looking up at him, then she blushed and quickly backed off.  “Well, school would be boring if I didn’t have you to kick around, mutt,” she said, trying to be waspish.


The entire class mugged him when he and Rika came in, fully enjoying the fact that they’d taken him completely by surprise, and they gathered around his desk when he sat down.  “So, how ya feelin, Kato?” Yubete asked playfully.


“In shock,” he replied honestly, which made the girls laugh.  “When did you girls know?”


“A few days ago, the principal wanted to surprise you,” Shikikomi grinned.  “It took a bit of work to let the school know to be here a little early today without tipping you two off.”


“Why didn’t you tell me?” Rika demanded.


“Because you would have blabbed, duh,” Yubete replied with a grin.


“I just can’t believe it,” he breathed.


“Well, I think it’s awesome,” Anna smiled at him.  “After what you did for Rika, it was only fair that you got that scholarship.”


“That’s the truth,” Ayame agreed fiercely.  “If anyone deserves a full scholarship, it’s you.”


“Well, thank you girls.  Truly,” he said with genuine gratitude in his voice.  “I don’t know what to say.”


“Say how much you love us, mutt!” Yubete called, which made the girls burst into laughter. 

The surprises didn’t end there.  At lunch, the principal called him to the office to discuss the scholarship, and he was completely floored once again.  It didn’t just pay his tuition.  It also paid him a monthly stipend to help with his living expenses, and that stipend was not small.  It was a half a million yen a month, more than three times what he made working at the warehouse!  The stipend was enough to completely preclude him needing to work to pay his share of the living expenses at their new apartment…in fact, he could pay all the bills with the stipend and still have money left over!


But, despite the stipend, he was still going to work.  He didn’t mind working, he wouldn’t know what to do with himself if he wasn’t working, and it would let him start saving for Maria’s college tuition in the long term and other emergencies in the short term.  And the way his life had been since they came to Kagoshima, there was no doubt they’d face more emergencies.


So, he went through most of the day in what could be called a happy daze, and the teachers were somewhat lenient with him.  More than that, though, it caused him to spend the day trying to reconcile this act of generosity against his usual suspicion and distrust of just about anyone that wasn’t his little sister.  When he first started here, the girls had hated him.  They didn’t want him here, and they made sure he knew it.  He couldn’t comprehend how they had gone from wanting him gone to cheering for him when he was awarded a scholarship that would keep him in the school.  The suspicious part of his mind kept looking for the ulterior motive, kept looking for the hook that was part of the trap…but it couldn’t find one.  Their happiness  at his good fortune seemed sincere, and he couldn’t see in any way how the scholarship itself  was nothing except exactly what it was.  After all, if it was some elaborate trap, some means to discredit him, why go to such lengths when all they had to do to get him out of the school was do nothing?  He couldn’t afford the tuition without his scholarship, and he’d surrendered it to Rika.  They just had to let him go.  So there was no way he could see that the scholarship was part of some plot or scheme.


It was almost like…like they wanted him here.  That they wanted him to stay.  But why?  Why?


Why?


He couldn’t answer that question, and it consumed him.  He had no real friends here.  Taro was an acquaintance, not a friend.  Rika was his roommate, not his friend.  Anna was nice enough, and the only girl in school he felt had no ulterior motives towards him, but she would be gone after the end of the spring term.  He actively distanced himself from everyone in school, by conscious choice.  At first it was to stay away from girls that he knew would try to trick him to force him out, then it was to simply stay away from them to avoid any drama stemming from personal relationships that might cost him his scholarship.  But when he did lose that scholarship, when they had him right where they wanted him…they applauded and smiled and seemed genuinely happy that he would in fact be returning for the senior year thanks to being awarded a new scholarship.


Why?


Why would they want him to stay?  He was poor.  He wasn’t Japanese.  He was everything that many of these girls’ families hated most about how Japan had changed, how immigrants were becoming more and more common in the country to fill jobs that Japan desperately needed to be filled to continue its economic growth.  Why would they want him to stay?

He just couldn’t understand it.


He hadn’t had the chance to tell Rika about the details quite yet, since he preferred to do that at home, and since didn’t have to report to the restaurant to start his deliveries until six, he was there to meet Maria when she got out of school.  He’d texted her to not make any plans for after school, that they and Rika had to have a talk at home, so she hurried out to them   “Okay, so what’s this big news you wanted to talk about?” she asked.


“We’ll tell you at home, Mia,” Kato told her with a smile.


It took nearly an hour to get home because of the distance, riding the train to its last stop and then taking a bus to get within walking distance of the apartment, time Kato spent making plans.  The stipend would be paid out at the first of the month every month, but he’d received the first payment today, deposited directly to his bank account.  That meant that they could buy the desk that they needed, and also a TV stand for the TV and game console.  In reality, they could move out of the apartment and get something closer to school, but he didn’t want to uproot Maria again, not so soon after they moved.  Moving closer to school would be wise, but they’d think about that in a couple of months.


They finally made it home, and Kato decided to discuss things with the girls before he went to his job, sitting them down at the table.  “Alright, the big news, sister, is that I’m not leaving school,” he said, which made her eyes widen, then she clapped her hands gleefully.  “I was awarded my own scholarship that will pay for my senior year.”

“That’s incredible news!” she said, tears welling up in her eyes.  “Oh, big brother, I’m so happy!”


“So am I.  Now I won’t feel like a total heel every day I go to school next year,” Rika grunted.


“But there’s more to it than that.  This scholarship comes with a stipend for living expenses.  It’s half a million yen a month,” he said, which made both of them gasp.


“That’s more than you were making working two jobs!” Maria blurted.


“Yeah, so it’s really going to help,” he said.  “I’m still going to find a part time job, because we need to put some money back for your college, Maria, as well as to have savings in case we have another life-altering emergency,” he drawled, which made Rika sigh.  “But it does mean that we have some money right now that we can use to buy the furniture we want for the apartment.”

“Why are you going to work, brother?” Maria asked.  “This is your chance to finally, finally have some time for yourself!  They say that your senior year is the hardest because of having to both do your regular work and prepare for college exams.  So why not take advantage of the stipend and not work, and use your time to get ready for the exams?”


“Because we need the money,” he answered.  “Maybe not right this moment, but we’re going to need it later on.  It’s very expensive to go to college, Mia, and I have to prepare for the possibility that you don’t get a scholarship.  Because you are going to college,” he stated adamantly.  “So we need to be ready if we have to pay for it ourselves.”


“What about your college, brother?” Maria challenged.


“If I get a scholarship, I go. If I don’t, I don’t,” he shrugged.


“Then it’s even more important for you to do well on your exams!” she pressed.  “You need the highest scores you can get to get a scholarship!”

“I don’t matter here, Maria.  You do,” he told her.


“No!  No, no, NO!  You say that to me every time you give away something, Kato!” she flared.  “I will not accept it, not this time!  Not over this!  You always say that I matter more than you do, but you matter more to me than anything!  I will not allow you to throw away your best chance to get into college, because you’re more worried about me than yourself!  Absolutely not!”


“This is the way it’s going to be, Maria.”


“No way it is!  If you do this, big brother, if you do it, I swear to you I’ll tank my grades at school!  I’ll lose my scholarship!”


“Are you out of your mind, Maria?” he demanded.  “There’s no way in hell I’ll let you do something so insane!”


“I’ll do it because I LOVE YOU, you big idiot!” she screamed.  “And it hurts me so much that you sacrifice everything, EVERYTHING, for me, and I can’t ever give you anything in return!  Not again!  No!  You have a chance, Kato, you have this one chance to get into college!  And you’re not going to sacrifice that chance for something I might need years and years from now!”  She started to cry, jumping to her feet to loom over him from the other side of the table.  “Promise me, Kato!  You promise me right here, right now, that you’ll take this blessing and you’ll use it to give yourself the best chance to get into college!  You promise me right now that you won’t work next year!  That you will use that time to prepare for your college exams!”


“Mia,” he said in sincere surprise, shaken by both the tears in her eyes and the shockingly resolute expression on her face.


“Promise!” she demanded, clenching her fists and thrusting them down at her sides.


“She’s right, mutt,” Rika said strongly.  “You have a real chance here.  Don’t waste it.”


He gave his sister a long, searching look, then put his arms on the table and leaned on them.  “Alright.  I promise, Mia,” he said.  “I won’t work, not unless you give me permission.  I’ll use the extra time to prepare for the exams.  But, I can start working again after I take them,” he said.  “Exams are after we graduate from Onnajiki, so we won’t be getting the stipend anymore.  We’ll need the money.” 

“Done!” she said with a teary smile.  “And that goes for you too, Rika!” she added, pointing at her.


“What?”


“You need a scholarship too!  You need as much time as you can to get ready for the exams, so no working for you either!”


“But, but I have to work!” she protested.  “I don’t have any money, Maria!  I can’t pay my half of the rent without a job!”


“You don’t need money.  You have us,” she declared.  “You took us in and gave us a home when we needed it.  You didn’t have to do it, but you did.  And because of it, you lost your allowance, you lost your tuition, and you lost your home.  We owe you, Rika, and we will repay you by supporting you so you can prepare for college exams.  If big brother’s stipend is half a million a month, that can pay all the bills, and leave us enough money left over to eat.  We’ll be eating a lot of instant ramen, but it can support all three of us.  It can hold us over until after you take your entrance exams.  Once you take the exams, you can start working, and you can pay us back if you feel you need to,” she declared.  “You were there for us when we were desperate, when we needed help, Rika.  Let us help you now.”


Rika gave her a shocked look, then looked almost reluctantly at Kato.  “Would you do that?”


“I think it’s fair,” he replied mildly.  “You gave us a home when we needed it, Rika. It’s only fair to return the favor.  And in a strange way, we wouldn’t have the stipend if it wasn’t for you, so it wouldn’t be fair to keep your fair share of it away from you.  Besides, she’s right.  The stipend can pay all our bills and leave enough left over to feed all three of us, as long as we’re very careful with our money.  Besides, I’d never hear the end of it if you had to work and I didn’t.  You’d come home every night and throw things at me.”

Maria burst into laughter, putting her hands over her mouth.


Rika looked away from him, then sighed.  “Alright.  I don’t like it, but I can’t argue with your reasoning, Maria.  I won’t get a job until after the exams.”


“Okay then, Mia, you’re the one that got us into this, so let’s sit down and work out a budget,” Kato said.  “Including an allowance for each of us so we can have pocket money.”


It took them about an hour to work it out.  They set up a budget entirely from the stipend that would pay all the bills, give each of them a modest allowance for day to day expenses, and keep them fed.  Every day would have a cap on spending, so it would depend on them chipping in from their own allowances if they wanted something more than the cheapest, most economical meals they could scrape up.  So, none of them would be working, but they also wouldn’t really have the money to do very much but come home and study.  To do it, it meant that they had to hold onto the money that was already saved up to serve as a crisis reserve in case of emergency, so that meant no furniture.  They’d be doing all their studying at the table, the TV would be staying on the floor, and they’d be staying in the apartment at least until after the entrance exams were overwith, because they wouldn’t be able to afford to move, nor would they be able to afford more rent.  Their budget was extremely tight, and that also meant that they’d be taking the risk that no more emergencies would rear up and drain their funds, so it meant that all three of them had to take exceptionally good care of their phones and other electronics, because there was no real money in the budget to replace them if they were broken or lost.

It would be tight.  It wouldn’t be easy.  It would have them counting every single yen, clipping every coupon they could find, and approaching every single day with the mindset of how they could save as much money as possible.  But it was what all three of them agreed upon, so that meant that they would endure living on such a tight budget with stoic resolve.


That hour used up the last of his free time, and he left the girls to go to his delivery job.  He talked Maria into allowing him to work the job until the end of term, which would give them a little extra incoming money.  And the time riding on the bike as he delivered orders gave him time to think, to try to put the momentous events of the day into perspective.  As well as muse at discovering that he wasn’t really the one that ran the house.

It was the first time Maria had ever exercised the immense power she wielded in their relationship.  She had always been content to let him handle things, but he’d never known that it had bothered her so much that he put her needs before his own.  She had used that very trait against him to get her way, threatening to lose her scholarship on purpose if he dared go against her.  He doubted that she was very serious about it, but her even going there showed him just how serious she was about this.


And in a strange way, he was very proud of her for it.


One thing was for sure.  There was no going back now, no changing things.  Rika was stuck with them for at least the next year—college entrance exams took place in January—and would be unable to leave even if she wanted to  But, he didn’t mind all that much.  They’d been living in the same apartment for nearly seven months, and he was quite content with the arrangement.  Rika was actually a fairly good roommate.  She wasn’t loud, she wasn’t too messy, and since Maria adored her, she got along well with them.  He found the idea of spending another year living with Rika to be…easily tolerable.

They’d make it.  They always did, and they always would.  That was what it meant to be a Cano.
