
“Oh hell yes!” Yubete said in explosive relief.

It was the first day of the winter term, which was the new school year (Onnajiki did their term systems differently than most other schools in Japan, where the spring term was usually the first term of the new school year).  Kato and his class were now seniors, in their final year of high school, and they had just finished the start of year welcoming ceremony for the new freshmen.  And as was long tradition in most every high school in Japan at the start of the new year, they were crowded around the series of boards erected on the side of the auditorium that listed the class assignments.  Kato saw with some satisfaction that he’d been assigned to class 3-1, and he saw with even more relief that six other members of his class was also in 3-1, and all of them were among those he considered his friends.  Onnajiki liked to keep students in the same class as much as they could, which was why so many of them had been in the same class since first grade.  But, the senior year was different.  There were some movements, and they were based on scholastic performance.  In Onnajiki, class 3-1 was considered the “honors” class, the class to which the 10 members of the Dean’s List from the junior year were assigned, as well as all senior class members of the student council, with the remaining slots in the class assigned to friends of those on the list that had high test scores themselves, each Dean’s List student having one student that school identified as their friend assigned to the class with them.  That put friends with friends, which was important to Onnajiki to promoting a conducive learning environment.  It was why Yubete, Shikikomi, and Rika had been placed in 3-1, because Kato, Machikura, and Ayame were on the Dean’s List.  That put seven members of class 2-5 in class 3-1, by far the largest number of students from the same class in 3-1.

The seventh was Anna, increasing class 3-1 to 21 students.  She was outside the usual rules because she was a foreign exchange student, and was most likely placed in 3-1 because Kato was her student mentor, keeping them in the same class so he could do his job if she needed him.


Rika, however, wasn’t that far from being on the Dean’s List now.  She’d been studying with Kato every night since he got the stipend, and her grades had improved considerably under his tutoring.  Where before she was getting Cs and Ds, now she was getting As and Bs, and her English score had went up to second highest in the class because she had two native-level speakers living with her that gave her constant practice with the language.  Rika’s English skills had reached conversational levels, and by the time they graduated, she may very well be fluent.

In a bit of a welcome twist, Kato wasn’t going to be the only boy in class this year.  Taro had also been assigned to 3-1.  Taro was on the Dean’s List, so he very much earned his position in 3-1. Taro crowded in with them, then gave a cry of delight and pushed Kato’s shoulder.  “Same class, Kato!  We won’t be the lone wolves this year!”

“This school is so doomed,” Rika taunted, which made he girls laugh.


“This is gonna be an intense year,” Kato mused, looking at the class list.  “The Dean’s List all in the same class?  It’s gonna be like a warzone.”


“Why say that?” Anna asked.


“Competition,” Taro told her.  “College entrance exams are this year, Anna, so everyone’s gonna be focused on them.  And when it comes to the exams, we’re competing against each other over getting into the best colleges.  That means that tensions are going to run high in class from time to time.”


“Be lucky you don’t have to deal with that, Anna,” Machikura told her.  “My brother went through his senior year two years ago, and I remember the horror stories he told us about it.”


“Yeah, you get all the good parts about being a senior without the nightmare of college entrance exams,” Ayame injected.


“I’ll have my own version of that nightmare when I go home,” she laughed.  “It’s just as hard getting into good colleges in America as it is here.”


“Doesn’t doing foreign study give you a leg up on your application?” Rika asked.


“Yup, so I get something more out of this than the memories that I’ll treasure for the rest of my life,” she said with a smile, putting her arm around Ayame.  The two of them had become best friends.


“Aww,” Ayame smiled.  “We love you too, Anna.  School won’t be the same when you go back to America.”


“You should stay here, forget America,” Shikikomi grinned.


She laughed.  “I do love it here, but my parents would murder me if I don’t come home,” she replied impishly.


“You’ll certainly be going back fully fluent in Japanese,” Kato mused.


“That is so true,” Ayame laughed.


“It’s all thanks to you guys.  You’re the best friends a girl could ever ask for,” she said with a glorious smile.

Since they knew their class assignment, they headed there.  The senior class was on the ground floor—yet another perk, no stairs for them this year—and 3-1 was the closest classroom to the main entrance, yet another perk.  There were two buildings holding classrooms on the campus, with ten classrooms per floor, one long row of classrooms running down the hallway of their building with two buildings side by side, each grade occupying a floor.  The school preferred to divide the students into groups of 20 maximum per class until they ran out of classes.  Kato’s grade had 266 students, which put them into 13 classes of 20 or 21 students, and that meant that the last three classrooms on their floor and the last four classrooms in Building B would stand empty this year.  The classes in the main building were assigned by numbers, starting with 3-1, but the classes occupying classrooms in building B were denoted by letter.  The mirror classroom to 3-1 in building B was classroom 3-A.  All of them were along the same hallway, so the poor slobs in class 7 had quite a long way to walk to get to their classroom from the main entrance.

The odd part?  Every classroom had 25 desks, five rows of five, so there were always open desks in class.


266 students in one grade was extremely small for a high school class, but Onnajiki was an elite private academy, so they didn’t have all that many students to begin with, and they kept class sizes small so students had much more interaction with their teachers.

In the average high school in Japan, a class had around 1,000 students, and their classes were divided up in groups dependent entirely on the number of teachers the high school employed to teach them.  A school may be like Onnajiki, with a small number of students per class, or may have upwards of 100 students per class, the teachers teaching in auditorium-style rooms.  It all depended on how many teachers the school had available, and was why teaching was always a highly sought-after profession in Japan.  Onnajiki could afford to hire a large number of highly qualified teachers, which kept their class sizes extremely low.


Their room was definitely the elite room.  Their desks were brand new, and there was a large monitor on the wall beside the whiteboard.  The tablets they would be assigned were already sitting on the desks, waiting for them, as were little signs with their names on them, making it clear that seating was assigned in this class.  Kato found his desk, which this year was in the second row, the second desk from the windows.  The window desk had the name Akio Kikiru, a name he recognized from the scores list as #1 on the Dean’s List, the top student in school, and this year’s student council president.  The other desk beside his had Anna’s name on it 

He watched the others sit, and saw that he and Anna were more or less isolated from the others in his class.  Rika, Yubete, and Ayame were sitting in a triangle on the other side of the room, in the last two rows near the wall, and Machikura and Shikikomi were sitting next to each other on the other side of the back row, by the windows.  Taro was sitting on the other side of Anna, which put him closest to Kato..


The other members of the class trickled in, until the last girl entered, who had to be Akio Kikiru.  She was very tall and quite lovely, much more buxom than the average Japanese girl, had waist-length, very thick black hair that was straight as straw, and she nearly sidled into the room.  She had to be one of the richest girls in school to boot, since she arrived at school every day by limousine.  She put her attaché on the hook on her desk and sat down regally, then turned to look at him.  “It’s nice to finally meet you, Cano,” she said in a soft, delicate voice.  “I see your name under mine so much on the score lists, it’s almost like I’ve come to know you.”


“I know who you are, President,” he replied politely, but he barely spared her a glance, and his voice was not at all friendly.  She was vice president of the council last year, which meant that, to him, she was complicit in the attempts by the council to get him expelled.  So, he had no intention of engaging her in any kind of conversation.  “With the homeroom teacher’s permission, would you object to changing seats with me and Wilson?”

“Why, are you uncomfortable sitting next to me, Cano?” she asked with a smile.


“I’m left-handed.  You’re right-handed.  We’re going to be jostling each other,” he replied calmly, slowly reaching out towards her with his left elbow.  “Wilson is also left-handed.  It would be most comfortable for all of us if you didn’t sit to the left of either of us.”


“Oh?  Oh.  I do suppose that might be a bit of an issue,” she mused, looking down at the space between their desks.  “Well, if the teacher doesn’t object, then neither do I,” she declared.  “I think I’d prefer sitting in the center seat of the row anyway.”


The seats did get changed, but not in the way that Kato expected.  After the homeroom teacher entered and Kato made the request, she didn’t move him into the window seat, she moved Anna to it, putting Akio on the other side of him, with her reasoning being that that way, only two students were moving.  That seemed to please Akio in a way that Kato wasn’t entirely sure he liked.


The first day of a new year was always filled with forms, syllabus reviews, and briefings, so it was usually fairly boring.  But this year they also discussed the senior trip, which would take place during the last week of summer vacation.  At the end of last term, the junior class voted on where they were going to go for their senior trip, and the teacher announced the winning location, surprising Kato quite a bit.  They had chosen Hawaii for the senior trip, chosen it over much more interesting trip locations like Australia or Thailand.  Kato’s scholarship also covered his senior trip’s airfare and lodging—but not food—and Rika’s parents had paid her senior trip deposit at the beginning of last year, which was before cutting her off, so she was also paid up and allowed to go.  So, for the week between the winter and spring terms, when they usually had the week off,, the senior class was going on a trip to the Diamond Head Resort on the big island of Hawaii.

He made a few notes to himself in his notebook about the trip as the teacher showed them some pictures on the monitor beside the whiteboard, showing them the resort where they’d be staying.  It was naturally a luxury resort—Onnajiki was a private school for the rich—and she went over all the amenities and activities the resort offered its guests, from parasailing to scuba diving to a trip to the volcano to sightsee.

During the first break, the usual gang gathered around his and Anna’s desks, what had become the core of his social group in school.  He didn’t call any of them by their first name except for Taro, to maintain that polite distance from the girls, but he could admit that in the time since they’d moved to their current apartment and these girls and Taro had come to visit them, he had grown closer to them.  Not close, but closer.  He could call all of them acquaintances…maybe even friends in time.  These girls and Taro were the only ones in school that he felt weren’t actively out to get him, and while he didn’t entirely trust them, he could admit that he enjoyed their company.


“Hawaii!  I’m so glad that won the vote!” Yubete gushed.  “I went there once a few years ago, and I fell in love with it!”


“Family trip?” Taro asked.


“Yeah, my dad is like obsessed with golf, and he wanted to play every course in Hawaii,” she laughed.  “We were there for three weeks, nearly the entire summer break, and he only managed to play at like ten of them.”


“I went to Hawaii last summer break,” Shikikomi admitted.  “Yeah, it’s really nice there.  It’s like Okinawa, just you can’t read the signs.”


“Speak for yourself,” Kato said absently, which made her laugh.


“You don’t count, you cheater,” she teased.  “Not all of us are lucky enough to have a parent that speaks fluent English to learn from when we grew up.”


“Are you going on the trip, Anna?” Yubete asked.


“Yeah, so there’ll be two of us to translate for you poor lost souls,” she grinned, which caused some laughter.  “I’ve never been to Hawaii before, so I think it’ll be really fun.”

“Wasn’t your home city one of the possible destinations?” Taro asked.


She shook her head.  “That was Los Angeles.  I live in San Diego.”


“Oh, okay.  I’m glad that didn’t win.  I don’t think there’d be much fun stuff to do in a big city like that.”


“Tour the movie lots, I suppose,” Machikura mused.


“They have beaches there, but they’re usually super crowded. Besides, March isn’t a good month to go to Los Angeles for the beach.”


“Is it cold?”


“Crowded,” she shook her head.  “Early spring is the height of tourist season in southern California.  Imagine going to a beach and having to search for half an hour just to find someplace to set down your towel and your stuff.  And you don’t really go into the water, because the ocean along California is very cold, so you’re there just to lay out in the sun surrounded by hundreds, even thousands of other people.”


“No thank you,”  Yubete shivered.


“If both of you are going, what about Maria?” Ayame asked.


“She’ll be staying with a friend of hers, Sairu, that week,” Kato replied calmly.  “She already has that all arranged.  She’ll be going out on day trips with Sairu and her other friends, so she’ll be having fun while we’re gone.”


“She’s in middle school now, right?’ Shikikomi asked.


“Yeah, her first day.  I wonder how she’s doing over there,” he mused.


“I’m sure she’s fine.  Maria is a very competent and resilient girl.  I’m sure she’s already got everything well in hand,” Rika said with a smile.


“More like charmed everyone around her into being her little puppies,” Ayame laughed.


“She does have that effect on people,” Kato agreed mildly.

“Why can’t you be more like her?” Ayame accused.


“Fine.  Tomorrow, I’ll be wearing one of Maria’s middle school uniforms,” he said in a deadpan voice.  That caused a silence, followed up by a burst of laughter.


He caught up with Maria during lunch, since her lunch in middle school was at the same time as the high school.  She assured him through texts that she was just fine, she’d made some new friends, and middle school was pretty awesome so far.  He also found out that middle schoolers were allowed to leave campus during lunch, so the two of them could eat lunch together if they wanted.  There was a gate between the two campuses on the back wall of the high school compound—which was also the back wall on the middle school compound—so they could meet very easily without so much as having to leave Onnajiki property.  He wouldn’t take her up on that every day, since she needed time to spend with her friends, but he wouldn’t mind spending one or two lunches a week with Maria.


After lunch, they got their first slap in the face for seniors, and that was an overview of the college entrance exams they’d be taking in January.  The teacher went over what they entailed, and also the summer and winter cram schools that Onnajiki offered for seniors to prepare for them.  And everyone was going to be signing up for cram school, because nothing mattered more than getting the highest possible score on those entrance exams.  Anyone who didn’t go to cram school had no intention of going to college in the first place.  Since they were 3-1, the honors class, it meant they’d get automatic reservations in the best of the cram schools that partnered with Onnajiki, have access to the best instructors and the best study materials.  It was yet another perk for getting into the class…either by academic excellence or being lucky enough to be good friends with a Dean’s List student.

College exams were no joke.  Not only did they mercilessly grill students on absolutely everything they learned during their entire education, they often went beyond the scope of the material taught in high school to test a student’s dedication to academic excellence, seeing how much they learned on their own, which was an indicator of how devoted they would be to their studies in a college environment.  And the key to getting the highest score possible was to be ready for that aspect of the test.  The test was 80% material covered by schools, and that final 20% covering subjects not covered in high school was what could get him into the college of his choice with a scholarship.  That was what the cram school mainly focused upon, getting students ready for those parts of the test that weren’t taught in school.


What set private academies like Onnajiki apart from municipal schools was that they did cover those expanded subjects on the college entrance exams in their regular curriculum.  Half of their senior grade education would be college-entry courses, getting them ready for the exam by teaching what was in the exam.  Cram school reinforced the curriculum, since it was the first time the students had been exposed to it, and the combination of them got the students fully prepared for January.  Since Onnajiki ran their academic calendar much differently than other schools, it meant that they’d be graduated from high school when they took the exam.  They’d finish classes in Onnajiki in December, but still technically be enrolled in the school until after college entrance exams.  The school supported its students through the exam process, what it called alumni services.  The period between the end of the entrance exams and senior finals was some of the easiest time in all of Japan’s educational system for about everyone else, because they only had final exams to worry about…and preparing for the college entrance exam was actually much harder than finals.  For Onnajiki, their finals would help them prepare for their college entrance exams, because most everything on their finals would be on the college entrance exam.  That was how Onnajiki designed it, and it partially explained why Onnajiki ran their odd academic calendar, at least for seniors.

The students started filtering back into the classroom as lunch wound down, which Kato spent in his usual way, eating with Anna and Rika.  She’d pulled the chair from the empty desk in the back of the room to the front, and when the bell rang, she set it in the front corner of the room rather than take it back.  That was where her lunch chair had set in their junior class, so it was habit for her.  But Akio seemed to take issue with it, stopping Rika as she walked away from the chair.  “That chair does not belong there, Chihaya.  Return it to its desk,” she called in a soft voice, yet rippling with command.


Rika gave her a challenging look, but said nothing.  She had the sense not to get into an argument with the student council president.  But that set the tone in Kato’s mind as to how those two were going to get along this year…as in, they weren’t.  They already knew each other, no doubt they’d been in the same grade since they both started at Onnajiki in first grade, but it was also clear that Chihaya and Akio did not like each other.  She went back for the chair, picked it up, and carried it with her when she left the front of the room.

It reminded him that not everyone in Onnajiki was friends with each other.


“Such a forgetful young lady,” she chided, just loud enough for him to hear her.

“There was a chair there in our last classroom. She put it there out of habit,” he said mildly in defense of her.  “I’m sure she won’t make that mistake again.”


“I see,” she murmured.  “I take it her bringing a chair up here will be a daily occurrence?”


“More or less,” he replied without looking at her.  “We’ve always eaten at my desk because it’s in the front of the room, and it’s easier for one person to move than it is two.  She doesn’t only eat lunch with me.  She also eats lunch with Anna, who is her friend.  That way we don’t have to rearrange things to make room for her.”


“She does seem to follow you around like a puppy,” she observed with the slightest hint of wicked amusement in her voice.


“You seem to have mistakenly assumed that me and Chihaya are more than associates, miss President,” he replied evenly.  “We come in and leave together because we share an apartment, which neither of us can afford if we lived alone.  Like many people in Japan, we are roommates to reduce the cost of our rent and utilities and thus reduce the burden on ourselves individually.  We eat lunch together because we have to do a lot of planning and organizing to pay our bills.  It’s a lot of work to make ends meet when you’re poor, miss President,” he said calmly, without the tiniest bit of shame.  “And I must say, Chihaya has proved that she has the strength and the courage to succeed in this world without her family’s money.  That is something that I doubt many of the rest of you could manage anywhere near as well as she has.  I would venture to guess that quite a few of you would have crawled back to your parents across broken glass, begging and pleading to be taken back, within the first month.”

She gave him a tiny frown, which then very slowly became a tiny smile.  “So, you and Chihaya are not…involved?”


“No,” he replied evenly.  “Much as she is an attractive young woman, I have no such inclinations towards her.  Or anyone else, for that matter.  Our relationship is based on business, not personal feelings.  That is the extent of my interest in her.”

“Inclinations?  Business arrangements?  My, you are a mysterious, complex man, Cano Kato,” she nearly purred.  “I’ve never heard a young man your age speak like that.”


“My childhood ended the moment my father died, leaving me and my sister orphans,” he replied bluntly, looking at her.  “I don’t have the time, nor the desire, to pursue the pedantic frivolities enjoyed by other high school boys.  I have far more important things to worry about.”


That threw her off.  she looked down at her tablet, a very faint blush staining her cheeks.


“I didn’t understand a word of that, but it sounded serious,” Anna whispered to him in Portuguese.


He glanced at her, giving her a slight smile.


School ended, and it was Maria that met them right outside the main entrance of their building, waving when they came out the doors.  She rushed up to them, and she looked quite smashing in her new middle school uniform.  It was a variant of the high school uniform, with a knee-length skirt in scarlet and black and a sleek, stylish crimson blazer with a white dress shirt and tab tie.  Kato had always thought that the middle school uniform looked much better than the high school one, at least for girls.  “How was your first day, big brother?”

“Boring.  Yours?” Kato asked.


“It was fun!” she replied.  “Our teachers seem very nice, and I met a lot of new girls today!  Our entire elementary school class stayed together, so we’re in the same class in middle school!”


“That’s normal, Onnajiki always does that,” Rika told her.  “You’ll be with the same girls until you reach your senior year in high school.”


“Awesome!” she smiled.  “The middle school is huge!  It has all kinds of buildings, and science labs, and you should see the home ec rooms, they’re incredible!  I can’t wait to try cooking in there!”


“They’re certainly not going to teach you anything,” Kato smiled down at her as they started walking.  
“I hope they can teach me some new recipes,” she said eagerly.  “Maybe they’ll teach me how to cook French cuisine?”

“Do they do that in middle school, Chihaya?” Kato asked.


“Not as part of the course, but I bet the teachers know some Western recipes.  The home ec teachers are all professional chefs, but they don’t teach anything really involved in class.  You know, because most Onnajiki students don’t really need to know how to cook, so it’s more like just letting the girls play around in the kitchen more than anything else.  But I bet once they realize that Maria’s such a good cook, they might teach her what they know just so she’s not bored.”


“Cool!  I hope so!  I love to cook!”


“I know,” Rika smiled at her.


“How was your day, Rika?  Are you in the same class this year?” Maria asked.


“Boring, like the mutt said,” she answered.  “First day always is in high school.  And yes, we’re in the same class.  I think I got coat-tailed into the honors class,” she laughed.  “But I’m not complaining.  It’s me, Seri, and the mutt, and that’s my best friend in class with me and my mutt right there where I can keep my eye on him.”


“Machikura, Shikikomi, and Ayame are also in our class,” Kato elaborated.  “And Taro, too.”


“Cool, that’s like all your friends in the same class with you, big brother!”


“Friends may be a bit of a strong word,” he protested mildly.  Rika chortled at the stare Maria leveled on him.


“They’re going to start beating you if you don’t use their first names, mutt,” Rika warned.


“You won’t even let me use yours in class, Chihaya,” he said forcefully.


“I’m different.  You don’t get to address your superior as an equal out where people can see it,” she replied haughtily, which made Maria giggle.


“Listen to this, little sister,” he said dryly, glancing at Maria.


“Let’s hear you say them.  Seri.  Kiami.  Akiya.  Hanako,” she chanted.


“Yubete.  Machikura.  Shikikom—ai!” he blurted when Rika elbowed him in the stomach, which made Maria laugh loudly.


They endured the hour-long commute back to the apartment, stopping to shop for their dinner supplies on the way in.  He was almost surprised to see his boss from the restaurant standing at the gate leading to the apartment when he turned the corner, and the older woman rushed up to him.  “Cano!  Oh, Cano, I need your help!” she said hurriedly, bowing to him repeatedly.

“What’s the matter, Misses Shijumi?”


“My husband broke his arm earlier today!” she said.


“Oh no!  Is he okay, Misses Shijumi?” Maria asked in concern.


“He’ll be okay.  The shelf in the storage room collapsed on him while he was restocking,” she said.  “But he can’t cook, Cano, and I can’t handle the orders alone!  Please, please, can you come fill in for him for a few days?  If you don’t help, we’ll have to close the restaurant, and we can’t take that kind of loss!  It will only be for this week, I promise!  His brother agreed to come take his place while he recovers, but he can’t get here until Friday!”


He glanced at Maria, who gave him a nod.  “We would be happy to come help, Misses Shijumi,” he said.  “Both me and my sister know how to cook everything on your menu.  That way, we don’t get too bogged down, and you can handle the floor and the paperwork.”


“Oh, thank you, thank you, Cano!  I’m so grateful to you!  I’ll happily pay each of your for your help, plus you get to cook yourself whatever you want for dinner from the store’s supplies!”


“What do you say, little sister?  You’ve always said that you’d like to help.  Here’s your chance.”


“I’d love to!” she said with a smile.  “We’ll keep your restaurant open until your brother in law can come, Misses Shijumi!  Don’t you worry!”


“You are such good children,” she said, sniffling.


“Mind if I tag along?” Rika asked.  “I’m not a very good cook, but I know how to fetch and carry.”


“You’re more than welcome,” the matron smiled, giving her a bow.


“Better than sitting around the house alone,” she shrugged when Kato gave her a curious look.  “Besides, this is a chance to see Maria in action in a real kitchen.”


“You’ll be amazed,” Kato said proudly.  “Maria is the better cook between us, hands down.”


“That is some high praise, little Maria,” Shijumi smiled.  “Young Cano here is quite a good cook!”


“I love to cook, Misses Shijumi.  I guess I just couldn’t help getting good at it,” Maria said with an adorable smile.


And so, quite out of the blue, both Kato and Maria ended up with a very temporary job.  The Shijumis ran a small restaurant not far from the house that served traditional Japanese dishes, and both of them knew how to cook them all.  They came in, took off their blazers, rolled up their sleeves, put on some aprons, and got down to business in the restaurant’s small but well stocked kitchen.  The restaurant was very popular in the neighborhood, so they were both pretty busy from the moment they opened—they were only open in the afternoon, catering to the professionals that came home from work.  Kato had worked in the kitchen in the last month of his job with them, which was why Shijumi came to him for help, so he knew where everything was.  He helped Maria with the portions used for the dishes, then basically let her go, the two of them starting on the orders that had been placed before the restaurant even opened, placed by workers that called them in so they’d be ready to pick up when they got off the bus.  With two of them in the kitchen, they didn’t feel rushed or harried, the two of them chattering away with the Shijumis—at least after the husband arrived to do what he could with a broken arm—and with Rika, who hung around in the kitchen, took a lot of pictures, and pitched in with the small things to help out.  The Shijumis were quite surprised to find out just how good Maria was, tasting the first dish she prepared, and after that they had no doubts at all about her ability to cook.

The restaurant was only open four hours a day, from 6pm to 10pm, which wasn’t that unusual for a small family-owned restaurant in Japan.  But that was just open hours, the Shijumis were in the restaurant at noon every day to start getting ready, and were often there well past midnight cleaning everything up and preparing for tomorrow.  The biggest rush, though, was from 6pm to 8pm, when the majority of the customers were getting home from work.  Once the main rush started to peter out, Kato sent Maria and Rika home so he could finish up, though Maria stayed to cook dinner for herself and Rika using the kitchen, whipping up some soba using the homemade noodles that Misses Shijumi prepared every day, and one of the restaurant’s most popular dishes.  The girls decided to eat in the tiny dining room, which only had six tables, rather than take it home with them.  The kitchen was visible from the dining room, so he could see when the Shijumis came out and bowed to Maria, then Misses Shijumi handed her an envelope.  “Young lady, you are a treasure,” Mister Shijumi told her with a grateful smile.  “We are deeply in your debt.  This barely expresses our gratitude to you and young Mister Cano.”

“Thanks to you two, we didn’t have to close, which could have jeopardized our business,” Misses Shijumi agreed.


“I was happy to help, Mister Shijumi, Misses Shijumi,” she smiled.  “We’ll be back tomorrow after we get home from school, and this time, poor Misses Shijumi won’t have to do all the prep work by herself!”


“Mister Cano, I think I can handle the orders from here,” Misses Shijumi said, looking over at him.  “Why don’t you finish up that order and then go home?”

“I don’t mind staying, Misses Shijumi.  You’ll need help cleaning up the kitchen.”


“Our new delivery boy is going to stay to help with the closing chores,” she told him.  “I won’t impose on you any more, my dear young man.  You’ve done more than enough for us for today.”


“If you insist,” he said with a nod.  “We’ll be back tomorrow as soon as we stop by the apartment and change clothes.”


“Wrap up something for yourself to take home, Cano,” Mister Shijumi told him.


“Maria already made it for me,” he smiled.  “I’ll be done with the tempura in just a moment, then I’ll wash up.”


After Misses Shijumi replaced him in the kitchen and he washed up, they walked home in the early night, Kato carrying a box holding soba.  Maria dared open the envelope she was given, then she gasped.  “Whoa, she paid me five thousand yen!  For just a few hours of work!” she blurted.


“That sounds about fair, given you helped them avert a disaster,” Kato said easily.


“Wow.  Maybe I should be a professional chef,” she mused.  “Getting paid this good for something I love to do?  Yes  please!”

“Don’t make your decision yet, silly girl,” Kato told her easily.  “But congratulations, little sister.  Your first ever payday.”

“I’m gonna buy a food processor like the one they have in the restaurant!” she declared.  “That thing is awesome!”


“And just like that, it’s gone,” Kato sighed, which made Rika laugh.


Their first week was far more busy than they expected, but it was definitely profitable, which allowed them to settle into the new normal of Kato not working after school.  In total, the Shijumis paid Kato and Maria twenty thousand yen each for their four days of work, paid Rika ten thousand for her doing chores around the kitchen, which was used to buy a cheap stand for the TV.  That was a required expense because it was starting to dig into the tatami mat, so they had to get it off the floor.  Maria got over her desire for the food processor when she found out how much they cost, so she and Rika ended up with quite a windfall in place of the usual weekly allowance.


Kato ended up depositing most of his into the bank to get a head start on next month’s expenses.


The week working in the restaurant did provide them with another bit of serendipity.  In gratitude for their help, the Shijumis offered to give them a free dinner every Saturday, at least after they found out that they were living on an extremely tight budget that didn’t give them much in the way of variety in their food.  So, every Saturday, they could come to the restaurant and cook whatever they wanted for themselves, so long as it was just for the three of them. And Kato found that to be incredibly generous of them.


The two weeks since finishing their week of temp work had allowed them to fully settle into their new routine.  Kato wasn’t used to not working, so he found that he often felt like he had nothing to do when they got home, time which up to then had been spent earning money.  He filled that time playing guitar, giving Maria more lessons in the guitar, teaching Rika Portuguese, and getting in some extra studying to prepare for the college entrance exams.  But, he came to enjoy that time off, because it was time off he got to spend with Maria…and Rika.


That had been quite an epiphany, and he had one rainy, surprisingly chilly evening (for Kagoshima) as he sat at the table and watched Maria and Rika prepare dinner. The last two weeks, he had…enjoyed his time in the apartment with Rika.  She wasn’t nearly as aggressive and annoying at home as she was at school, and it let him see the softer side of her, the side she kept hidden from the world.  And the last two weeks, spending so much time with her, he began to like it more and more.


She really was a mystery to him.  Despite them living together for nearly a year, he actually knew very little about her.  He didn’t know what her favorite color was, or her favorite food, or what TV shows she liked to watch.  He didn’t know what kind of music she liked.  He didn’t really know anything, and he’d started to want to know more about her.  That was because he spent maybe an hour or two with her tops every day, the time from when he got home from work to just after dinner.  But the last two weeks with her, seeing how she was so kind and shockingly gentle with Maria…it made him happy.

He put his cheek on his propped hand and watched them finish up the last of the cooking, preparing to bring the dishes to the table.  He watched them, watched Rika far more than Maria, and it…it just hit him, just how beautiful she was.  He knew she was attractive, had even said so to others, but he’d never really noticed that it was beyond youthful cuteness or her being cute because she was short.  She was a beautiful young lady.  It just wasn’t easy to see sometimes, since her expression was usually guarded, even hostile, hardening her features and concealing her true beauty to most of the world.  Did her friends get to see this side of her, he wondered?  Rika had several very close friends, girls that had been in Onnajiki with her since they were all six years old.  Yubete, Shikikomi, Machikura, and girls in other classes as well, Omori, Honda, Shizimaru, Tanabiri, they were in her core group of close friends, the girls she’d often go out to hang out with when she left the apartment.  To their credit, her friends hadn’t turned their backs on her either, but Rika didn’t go out to hang out with them as much, since she didn’t feel right having them pay for everything.

He liked that.  It meant that she spent more time at home…more time with them.


With him.


His expression didn’t change as he asked himself a question he never though he would.  Was he…was he…falling in love?  He had no idea what love was supposed to feel like.  He knew he didn’t feel the same way about her he did with his sister, or his parents, but he wanted to be around her, with her, all the time.  And it never seemed to be enough, the more he was around her, the more he wanted to be around her.  Even when she was yelling at him or insulting him, he didn’t mind, because it meant that she was right there, that she was close to him, that she was paying attention to him.  Was that love?


He never expected to fall in love.  Never believed that it was possible.  Kato didn’t trust anyone, he’d been hurt and betrayed too many times in the past to ever let anyone get close to him.  And he wasn’t even particularly close to Rika.  But…he was comfortable around her.  She was almost like a member of the family after a year of living in the same apartment.  He wasn’t afraid to let her see him in nothing but a towel, he wasn’t afraid to stand side by side with her at the kitchen sink as they brushed their teeth in the morning…which they had to do because Maria tended to hog the bathroom in the mornings.  Rika was like a comfortable pair of slippers, to excuse a bad analogy, something that may not look pretty, but were warm and comfy and felt just right when they were on his feet.  That was how Rika felt to him.  Someone that may just be there, but comforted him with her presence even when her attention was fixed on something else.  Just being in the same room with her was enough for him.

It seemed to strange, that he might come to fall in love with a girl who lived with him…yet whom he barely knew.


Maria glanced in his direction, then she turned back and looked at him, giving him a bright smile, and that act brought him back to reality.  He must be staring at them with a goofy expression or something.  He didn’t turn away, but he got his mind back in the real world, which no doubt returned his expression to its usual stoic impassiveness.  Maria knew everything there was to know about Rika, they talked all the time.  Maybe he could ask her what her favorite color was, or favorite food, or if she liked to take long walks in the park.  If she liked it when he played guitar.  If she liked just hanging out in the apartment with him, doing nothing in particular, and not necessarily even doing anything with him…if she liked just being close to him.

The question was…what was he going to do about it, now that he knew how he felt?


Easy answer.  Nothing.  Rika had never once shown even the slightest interest in him, and it would make things exceptionally weird in the house if he told her about his newfound feelings.  She might even move out, and that…he didn’t want that.  He far preferred just staying quiet and enjoying the time he had with her before they graduated, before they most likely went to different colleges, just enjoy these brief months in her company, in her presence, and cherish it once it was nothing but a memory.  Besides, his life…it wasn’t his.  It belonged to Maria.  He was absolutely devoted to the vow he made to himself after his father died, after he took her from the family that abused her.  He would do whatever it took to make sure that Maria lived a happy, successful life.  He didn’t matter.  Only Maria mattered.  It wouldn’t be fair to Rika, to any girl, to have to be second in his life and in his mind because of his devotion to his sister, to the only family he had left.

She would never know how he felt…but he was alright with that.  If anything, it was probably for the best for her.


He listened as Rika and Maria chatted through dinner, Maria teaching her more Portuguese words, then he did the dishes as the girls settled in for the evening before getting his books and spreading them out on the table, starting his nightly ritual of studying.  But his mind wasn’t really in it tonight.  All he could really think about was how he felt, trying to come to terms with it so he could bury it.  And he had to, if she found out, she may leave, and then he’d feel like he’d lost something important in his life.  Having her in his class, only seeing her at school…it wasn’t enough.  It would almost be a torture, only seeing her in school, where she was aggressive and annoying almost out of some impulsive need to prove to the school that she wasn’t afraid of him, that she was better than him.  To lose the chance to see her smile, to see her earnest, unguarded smile…that would be a disaster.

To protect what he already had, he couldn’t risk seeking out more.  He had to be content with things as they were, so he could stay close to her.


So he could see her smile.


He gave up trying to study and picked up his Christmas present, an electric guitar, and spent a warm, muggy evening sitting on a bench beside the garage, not far from the side gate they used to get in and out, using the sound of the guitar to soothe his thoughts.  The guitar was used, but it was fairly elaborate, the kind that had the amp built into the guitar and had a bluetooth that allowed it to connect to external speakers, and had a pretty hardcore battery that powered the guitar and its internal amp for a good four hours before needing to be recharged.   That allowed him to play basically anywhere he wanted, and with him using bluetooth earphones, nobody else could really hear his playing but him.  The guitar wasn’t easy for his sister to find, she’d ordered it online, because unlike acoustic guitars, which could be built to have a generic body and could be restrung to be right or left handed—though his acoustic guitar was a dedicated left-handed instrument—electric guitars had to be made to be right-handed or left-handed.  The guitar Maria found was in exceptionally good shape, had barely been used, and the seller had given it a thorough cleaning and once-over it before shipping it, which made it nearly good as new.

He was out there long enough for his absence to be noticed.  Maria came down the steps and came over to him, sitting on the bench beside him.  He finished his song and took off his earphones, looking over at her.  “What’s the matter?” he asked in Portuguese.


“Just wondering what’s got you unsettled.”


“Nothing really.  Can’t concentrate on studying tonight,” he answered, strumming the guitar and hearing it distantly through the earphones around his neck.  “I guess even I can burn out on studying a little bit.”


“I know you better than that, brother,” she chided.  “You can talk to me.  What’s wrong?”


“Nothing’s wrong, sister,” he replied.  He looked over at her, and saw her dubious expression.  “Seriously.  I just feel a little restless tonight, I suppose.”


“Uh huh,” she sounded dubiously.  “You may as well just fess up, brother.  You know I’m gonna hound you until you talk to me,” she threatened.


He gave her a bit of a scowl, and said nothing for a moment.  “I just…I realized that I don’t really know Chihaya all that well,” he said quietly.  “That we’ve lived in the same apartment for a year, but yet, she’s almost like a stranger to me.  That I’ve never once so much as asked her something as simple as what her favorite color is.  And now, it’s too late to ask,” he said quietly.

“Why say that?  Go in there and ask her.”


“That’s not the point, Mia.  I’m starting to accept the idea that she’s not one of them, that, that she’s someone I can trust.  But to her, me spending so long keeping my distance from her, only to start showing interest in her now, I think it may send the wrong message.  I don’t want her to feel uncomfortable around me, and changing the dynamics of our relationship will do that.  Remember, she hates her family, and I’m afraid that she’ll start trying to push us away if she feels like we’re getting too close to her.  She may even move out of the apartment.  She lives in this house too, she has the right to feel completely comfortable any time she walks through the door.  I just feel…like I wasted an opportunity to be her friend.  I tried so hard to stay aloof from her, and now, now that I don’t feel that way anymore, I realize that it was a mistake.”


Maria gave him a look, then leaned back on the bench, putting a foot up on it and putting her hands around her knee.  “Boy, are you a complete failure at reading people,” she told him with a smile.  “Rika’s been trying to be your friend, you dummy, but you were so oblivious to it that it actually made her mad.  I had to explain some things to her, why you do the things you do.  I told her that it may take months before you’d start to warm up to her, and I see I wasn’t too far off with my prediction,” she smiled at him.  “Just go talk to her, brother.  I think you’ll be pleasantly surprised in how she reacts to it.”


“What did you tell her?”


“The truth,” she replied.  “About what happened after Dad died, about what happened to me, about what happened to you.  I think that’s why she treats me like I’m her little sister now,” she mused.  “But I like it.  I really like Rika, brother.  She does feel like a big sister to me, and I think that some part of her needs me to be her little sister.   Like I’ve become the family she’s never had.”


He digested that, leaning back on the bench.  “You told her everything?”


“Everything.  And she’s still here,” she replied.  “She doesn’t think you’re a monster, big brother.  In fact, she said that you should have killed them.”


“I wanted to,” he replied without emotion.  “If you wouldn’t have stopped me, Mia, I would have done it.  Without hesitation.  Without remorse.  After what they did to you, I wanted them to know every pain, every injury, every humiliating indignity they inflicted on you, then I would have kill them.  I didn’t just want them to die.  I wanted them to hurt.”


“And I’m glad you didn’t,” she replied, reaching over and putting her hand on his forearm.  “Because it would have destroyed me to see you become them.”


He looked over at her, then put his arm around her and pulled her close.  She snuggled up against his side, wriggling in behind the neck of the guitar.  “I’m very happy, Kato,” she said in a soft, content voice.  “I love my school, I love my new friends, and I love having Rika living with us.  Things are so much better now than they were when we lived in Ikazumi, it’s almost like we’re in an entirely different world now.  I never dreamed that I’d be so happy.”


“I’m glad.  Your happiness is what matters most to me, Mia,” he said in a gentle voice.  “I will always be here for you.  Always.”


“Promise me something.”


“What?”


“That you’ll be happy too.”

“If you’re happy, Mia, then I’m happy,” he told her, squeezing her shoulder a little bit.


“No, brother.  I want you to be happy,” she said.  “We won’t be together forever.  I know you do so much for me, give up so much for me, but you need to have a life beyond taking care of me.  What I want, what I want more than anything, is for you to be happy, Kato.”

“Right now, my dear Mia, I can tell you with all honesty that I am truly happy,” he assured her.


He tried his hardest not to let his growing feelings for Rika affect their relationship, but it wasn’t easy.


It was hardest at home, when she was much more relaxed and even a little friendly.  He wanted to talk to her, he wanted to just look at her, but he couldn’t.  He had to retain his mannerism of aloofness, spending almost every waking hour at the table with his study materials, even if he wasn’t interested at all in studying.  All he wanted to do was watch Rika in whatever she was doing, from sitting in front of the TV playing the game console to sitting with Maria as they spent time together to reading manga with her back to the wall, sitting in her favorite place in the apartment, right beside the heater duct.  But it was worst for him at night, when she was sleeping, because he knew he could look at her and not get caught…but not wanting to be the creepy guy that sat there and watched someone sleep.

It was a little easier at school, at least at first.  She still bossed him around there, and her more aggressive attitude made it easier to ignore her…if only because ignoring her got a charge out of her, and like a lonely little puppy, he wanted her attention.  January flowed into February, and the upcoming horror of Valentine’s Day began to rear its ugly head.  In Japan, Valentine’s Day was the day for girls to give boys chocolates, so the day was filled with boys hoping that they got chocolates and girls handing them out both to the boys they secretly had a crush on and boys that served to conceal that fact from the object of their attention.  Girls put a lot of time, effort, and money into the holiday, either making chocolates at home or buying expensive ones, since the quality of the chocolate was an indication of how the girl felt about the recipient.  Boys returned the favor on White Day, which was in mid-March.

Kato almost never got chocolates, and when he did, they were the cheap generic kinds that girls handed out to every boy in class.  But what made him hate the holiday was the dread of getting exactly the kind of chocolates that he did not want.  Valentine’s Day was the day for girls to reveal their objects of their affection, and for someone like him, someone that girls sighed over because of his looks but wanted nothing to do with them, it was a complete horror show.


It would be even worse this year.  Last year the girls were still in a furor over boys being in Onnajiki, so he received not a single chocolate.  But this year, this year would be different.  The girls were used to having boys in school now—most of them actually liked it—and he’d been noticing a whole lot of girls starting to stare at him as he walked by.  His reputation had prevented any of them from approaching him, but over the last couple of months, almost everyone told him that he seemed much more mellow, much more approachable, and that might give girls…ideas.


So, on the day of Valentine’s Day, he woke up very seriously considering skipping school.  But that was the coward’s way out, so he swallowed that irrational impulse and started getting ready for the day.  He cleaned up in the bathroom and started cooking while the girls slept, the two of them side by side over by the far wall under the window.  They’d migrated their futons over there to block the kitchen light from their faces so it didn’t bother them while they got their last few minutes of sleep.  He cooked a Western breakfast for them, spiced scrambled eggs with cheese and toast, which was something of a staple breakfast in Brazil.  It usually also included bacon or sausage or ham, but they didn’t have the money for very much meat. They saved the servings of meat for their one free meal a week at the restaurant, subsisting on rice, vegetables, and fish the rest of the time.  The toast was made from homemade wheat bread, a Brazilian recipe, but heartier and richer than normal bread because of the ingredients used.  Rika really liked that bread, so he tried to make it every few days.

Eventually, the smell of breakfast wafting through the apartment got the girls out of their futons, and they sat at the table as he finished up, minding the pan and pot that was holding what would become their box lunches.  Rika yawned widely when he brought over a platter holding the spiced eggs and toast, and then scooped some in bowls for them and set them down.  He went back to the kitchen to stir the vegetables as they picked up their chopsticks and started eating, then set down a platter of butter for the toast, which was a real luxury given their current budget.  Milk and butter were more expensive here in Kagoshima than they were in Hokkaido, which Kato found very strange.  Rika turned on the TV to catch the morning weather report as Kato started loading up their lunch boxes, and once he was done, he joined them at the table and filled his own bowl with what was left.  “Rice and veggies again?” Rika asked.

“Afraid so.  I did add some fish stock to the rice, so it’ll at least taste a little richer,” he confirmed.  “My phone dying on me murdered our budget this month.  I’d have just gone without, but you and Maria have to be able to call me if you need me.”


“Your phone was like five years old, mutt, it just wore out,” Rika said without looking at him.  “You should have bought a new smart phone, not another flip phone.  I’m surprised they’re even still selling them.”

“Smart phones are too expensive,” he replied.  “And I don’t really need one.  The only people who ever call me are you and Mia.”  He glanced at Maria.  “Besides, if I want to play games on a phone, I’ll just steal Maria’s,” he said with a slight smile.


“Oho, so that’s why my app icons keep moving around!” she accused suddenly, pointing at him with her chopsticks.  “You rat!  That’s it, I’m setting a password to unlock my phone!”


“Blame the girl sitting beside you, not me,” he said mildly.


“I have my own smart phone, mutt!  Why would I steal hers?”


“Who can fathom the illogical mind of a woman?” he asked sagely, which caused Maria to burst into a fit of helpless giggling.


“Yeah, that’s what I thought,” Rika said, giving Maria a look.  “Careful, he may start deleting your apps next.”


“He knows that I’d kill him if he did it,” she said with a mean smile at her brother.


“Well, now I just have motivation,” he threatened with a slight smile.  “You two get your chocolates done?”

“Yup!  I helped Rika make hers,” Maria declared.


“I’d never made my own before.  It was more fun than I thought it would be,” she confirmed.  “Did you see them in the fridge when you made breakfast?”


“Yeah, but the boxes weren’t that big.  I wasn’t sure.”


“We only hand one chocolate out to each classmate,” Rika told him.


“Ah, okay.  Then I guess I kinda overdid it.”


“Maybe just a little bit,” Rika told him.  “Now every girl in class is going to think you have a crush on  her.”


“Hey, I had to use up the rest of the ingredients,” he protested.  “You two were the ones that left me all that stuff.”


They got dressed for school and started the hour long commute, reaching the bus stop just moments before it arrived, which then dropped them at the train station with just enough time to board before it started out.  There were always seats available since this was the very end of the line for the train, but they always stood because they weren’t riding the train all the way into the city.  The train arrived at their station at a fairly good time for them, since it gave them time to walk to school and have a good fifteen minutes to settle in at home room before classes began.  Class was usually about half full when they arrived, and today was no exception.  There were already neatly wrapped bundles sitting on quite a few desks, which held chocolates.


Since Onnajiki was an all-girls school up until last year, they had a slightly different tradition for Valentine’s Day.  For them, it was a day to give chocolates to one’s friends and classmates, taking the romance aspect out of it.  So he wasn’t surprised to see chocolates sitting on desks, which was a tradition.  Each bundle was very small, holding just a couple of chocolates, and the girls usually handed them out to everyone in their class.  Kato put his bag on the desk and pulled out a large box, then started either handing small wrapped bundles to his classmates or setting them on their desks.  Inside were chocolates he’d made, and they weren’t simple or plain.  They were actually fairly expensive, but Kato wasn’t going to break tradition by giving people cheap presents.  That was actually an insult.

By the time he got back, Anna had opened the bundle he gave her and was quite surprised at what was inside.  The chocolates were fairly large, decorated, and when she bit into one, her eyes lit up.  “Did you make these, Kato?” she asked in near disbelief.


“Cheaper than buying them.  Besides, store-bought chocolates don’t taste very good in my opinion,” he replied.


“I knew you could cook, but I had no idea you knew how to make confections!”


“It’s just cooking with chocolate, Anna,” he chuckled.  “Baking is just cooking using an oven.  If you can cook, you can bake.”


“Mutt!” Rika shouted angrily.


“And then there’s the special chocolates I made just for Chihaya,” he said liltingly, which made Anna burst into laughter.


“What the hell is this!” she demanded, storming over and almost slamming the bundle he gave her on his desk.  Inside were four tiny, tiny pieces of chocolate crumbs held inside cheap plastic eggs.


“Just demonstrating my regard and affection for you, Chihaya,” he replied calmly.


“All those super-fancy chocolates you made, and you give me these?” she raged, then she came up short when he reached into his food bag and pulled out a small box tied with elegant pink and red lace ribbons.


“I wouldn’t be that mean, even to you,” he told her, offering her the box.  “But it was worth it just for the look on your face,” he added playfully.


She reached over and slapped him on the top of the head, which made Anna burst out laughing anew.  But she did put the box down and untie it right there, so she could punch him if it was another joke.  Her eyes widened when she revealed six extremely fancy chocolates, decorated with white chocolate lines and small pieces of candy.  “That’s—that’s better,” she said in a less hostile voice, putting the lid back on them and stomping off aggressively.

“Glad she didn’t eat them,” he said in a quiet voice, speaking Portuguese.


“Why not?”


“Let’s just say that one of them looks much, much better than it tastes,” he replied with aplomb.  “One of them is a trap.  The others are just fine.  So she’ll be playing an unwitting game of Russian Roulette when she goes to eat them.”

Anna gave him a look, then put her hands over her mouth as she laughed once again.

He ended up with quite a haul of chocolates of his own, since the other nineteen members of the class had given him chocolates.  He only opened one at random, and found that they were generic store-bought chocolates, but rather fancy ones…which wasn’t a surprise, given this was a private school for the rich.  He gathered them up and put them in the bag he’d used to bring his own, at least until the last student in class entered.  Akio was carrying a large bag, and she put it on her desk and immediately started handing out chocolates.  Given she was the richest girl in school, her chocolates were all in fancy boxes.  She was the last student in—which was usual—so she handed hers out to each student, working from the back of the classroom to the front.  When she got back to her desk, she reached over and handed both him and Anna identical boxes, each with their names on them.

He didn’t have a very high opinion of Akio, because she was on the student council last year.  And besides, she…unnerved him.  There was something about how she acted that threw him off, and he couldn’t quite put his finger on it.  She was polite, but there always seemed to be something lurking within her voice, in the way she moved, that made him take notice, and he didn’t know if it was good or bad.  He endured her sitting beside him the way he endured most everything else, just ignoring her until necessity demanded that he did not, ignoring the fact that she often spent free moments in class looking over at him…almost staring at him sometimes.

Things were perfectly normal through the morning, and after lunch—during which Rika didn’t eat the bomb chocolate, meaning she’d enjoy that discovery at home tonight—they headed for the gym for phys ed.  There had been a change in policy starting this year that kept the indoor pool open through the winter, where before they closed it from January to April.  So, they’d be swimming for gym today.  It was the first pool session of the term, and for seniors, they no longer had to wear the school issue swimsuit.  He and Taro entered the tiny locker room they’d built for boys, discussing the school trip next month, then they walked the long hallway to get to the indoor pool.  And it was clear that quite a few of their classmates had decided that it was more important to look good than it was to swim, because there were a good ten of them wearing string bikinis.  “Dude,” Taro said quietly as they stood at the doors.


“Who are they trying to impress?” Kato asked simply.  “Us?  That’s an awful lot of effort for just two guys.”


Taro had to laugh.


“Move it, mutt!” Rika barked from behind, planting a foot on his butt and driving him forward.  He nearly staggered forward, turning to look at her.  She was wearing the functional two-piece she’d bought for the beach last year, but it was a tiny bit tighter on her now.  She’d actually grown maybe a centimeter since last summer, and her bust size had expanded a slight but noticeable amount, so her suit was very nearly too tight on her.

“You need a new suit, Chihaya,” he told her mildly.


“What do you say that for?”


“That one’s getting a little…tight around the bust,” he said delicately.  She blushed a little and nearly moved to cross her arms over her chest, then gave him a weird look.


“We’ll earmark some money in next month’s budget for it, since you’re going to need one, probably very soon,” he continued, walking past her.  “I’ll put aside enough money so you can get something nice.”


 “Dude, that’s playing with fire,” Taro nearly whispered as they approached the pool.  “And you handle her money for her?”


“Sort of.  It’s a bit complicated right now,” he replied.  “She’s not working right now so she can focus on college entrance exams, so we’re all living off my scholarship stipend.  It’s just enough for us to cover our bills and not starve, so we live on a really tight budget.  She promised to get a job and pay me back after exams are over.  She’s good for it.  I trust her,” he said easily.


“Oh.  Cool.  You’re a really nice guy, Kato.”


“Chihaya’s not all that bad.  At least once you get used to her,” he replied lightly.


Where the girls were approaching the gym period as a chance to lounge around in their bikinis and impress each other, Kato was doing what he was supposed to do.  He loved to swim, he was very good at it, so he was in the pool almost as soon as he set down his towel.  The pool was massive, meant to be used for official competitions, so it was Olympic size with an extension built on one side that held a deep end that was nearly seven meters deep, which was for the high diving platforms.  The main part of the pool was a two meters, which meant it was over the heads of the entire class, so any swimming done in the pool was actual swimming and not just standing in the pool.  Kato went straight for that deep end once he dove in, swimming around at the very bottom of the deepest part, which was much like when he used to spear fish.  He was used to being down deep, and he could stay down there so long that most anyone else would have drowned trying to stay with him.  Holding one’s breath was a skill on top of an aspect of being physically fit, and it could be extended through practice.  He broached the water after nearly three minutes under, testing his endurance, and found six girls standing at the deep end watching him.  All of them were wearing string bikinis.  “We were going to play shark and wanted to know if you were interested,” Akio said.

“Sorry no, I think I’d be a bit of a ringer in a game like that,” he replied calmly.


“How did you get so good at holding your breath?” Akio asked.


“Oh that’s right, you weren’t in his class in junior year,” Ijori mused.  She wasn’t either, for that matter.

“Practice,” he replied.  “I did a lot of spear fishing when I lived in Hokkaido.  You have to be able to stay down a while if you want to catch any fish.”


“Spear fishing?  Is it fun?”


“It’s challenging,” he replied diplomatically.  He wasn’t about to tell them that he did it mainly for the food, so they didn’t have to pay for fish.


“Well, if it’s about practice, maybe you can teach me how to do it,” she said, stepping up to the edge of the pool, then sliding down to sit on the edge.


“Teach?  There’s nothing to teach,” he told her.  “Just hold your breath as long as you can, and with time, you’ll find you can hold your breath longer and longer.  That’s all there is to it.”

“But you can be right there in case I run into trouble,” she said, then she dared to reach down and slide her finger along his forehead, shifting his wet bangs away from his face.  “There, that’s better.  You have lovely eyes, Cano.  You should let people see them.”

His expression turned utterly blank as he looked up at her, but his mind was nearly racing.  He wasn’t used to girls flirting with him, and he didn’t entirely like it…especially not girls in school.  He was still quite mindful of the fact that any one of their parents could get him expelled from school, or what was worse, get Maria expelled.  But, even someone with Kato’s discipline and control had that inner caveman that liked the idea that a girl as beautiful as Akio was showing him any attention.


At least until memories of Ayawaza lanced through his mind, sending a cold wave through him.  You have pretty eyes, Kato, he remembered her words.  She flattered him into opening up to her, believing that she was interested in him…then she accused him of beating her up, even went so far as to have someone else punch her to give her bruises.  She tried to destroy him, destroy his life, which would have put Maria at the mercy of a social welfare system that had placed her in a family of monsters.

That memory caused him to regard her with an outwardly hostile expression, his eyes going flat, and it was all of his discipline not to slap her hand away.  He didn’t trust himself to even talk, for fear that he might say something that would offend her and cause her to sic her insanely rich parents on him, so he decided to simply remove himself from the situation.  He submerged, kicked off the wall, and swam all the way across the pool from her, surfacing over where Shikikomi and Machikura were sitting on the edge of the pool with Chihaya.  And she did not look happy, almost glaring at him when he surfaced beside Shikikomi.  “What was that all about?” Shikikomi asked.

“Nothing,” he said shortly, pulling himself out of the pool by main strength.  “I’m done swimming.”  He walked away from them, picked up his towel, and headed for the locker room to shower off the chlorine and change.

But getting away from the situation was impossible when Akio sat beside him in the classroom.  He returned to the classroom after changing and read until the others arrived, and she was the first one through the door.  She sat at her desk, quiet a moment, then turned towards him.  “I’m sorry if I offended you,” she said in a calm voice.


“I don’t like to be touched, particularly by girls I don’t know,” he told her without looking at her.


“Well, then I think the solution here is that maybe you should get to know me better,” she said in a lilting voice.


He didn’t look at her.  “I am not here to get to know anyone better,” he said in a voice that was all business.  “I am here to get my diploma and get into a good college.”


“My, you’re as cold as everyone says you are,” she mused, leaning on her hand and looking at him with amusement.  “That reputation of yours scares most of the girls away.”

“Then my behavior produces the intended result,” he admitted without hesitation.


“It doesn’t scare me.  I find it…fascinating,” she told him in a near purr.


He looked her in the eyes.  “I have absolutely no interest in you, Akio,” he stated bluntly.  “Save yourself the effort and the potential heartache.”


“The fact that you don’t is the very reason why I’m interested in you,” she said boldly.  “You’re delightfully honest, Cano, where every other boy in my life says what he thinks I want to hear, so he can try to get a piece of my family’s money.  They’re not interested in me, they’re interested in what they can get from me.  But not you.  I find that, and you, quite refreshing.”


He didn’t answer for a long moment, trying to get over how familiar that sounded.  In a way, he was exactly the same, but for a different reason.  But, what he saw here was trouble.  If she was only after him because he didn’t have any interest in her, then getting rid of her was going to be a problem.  Besides, all she was after was the conquest, to prove to the other girls, and herself, that she could have any boy she wanted.  But just succumbing to her wouldn’t get rid of her, because she’d then consider him her possession, and she’d be an eternal thorn in his side, even if she broke up with him.  Girls like her didn’t give up their toys, not without a fight, even if they didn’t want them anymore.  She was exactly the worst type of girl he could have come across, because they weren’t easily dissuaded and there was no real way to win against them except to outlast them, until they got bored and went to go bother someone else.  “Prepare to be disappointed,” he warned her, which made her chuckle.


“I enjoy a challenge, Cano,” she told him in a nearly smug voice, as if she expected him to all but fall all over her now that she’d declared her intentions.

“You’re about to get far more than you bargained for,” he warned, and almost as if by magic, the subject of his cryptic warning entered the room.  Rika’s hair was still damp, and her uniform was a bit askew, as if she’d dressed in a rush just so she could get back to the classroom.  Akio turned to look at her as she stood in the doorway, her gaze like ice, but she didn’t come over to them.  She stormed over to her desk and sat down aggressively, which put her behind them where she could see them but they couldn’t easily see her.  But he didn’t have to look back to know where her gaze was, it was almost like a cold wind blowing on the back of his neck.

And that was the other thing he was worried about.  Rika wasn’t going to take kindly to Akio nipping at his heels, and not because she liked him.  Rika considered him to be her property in exactly the same way Akio did, and since Rika believed that she already held his leash, she wasn’t about to relinquish it to anyone else.  Rika enjoyed their relationship at school because of the status it gave her with the other girls, where she bossed him around and he obeyed her, because it made her look strong in front of the other girls.  They’d admired her when they saw her as the check on Kato in his first year at Onnajiki, as the girl that kept him under control, and Akio trying to move on him threatened Rika’s position.

In some ways, Rika was insecure, and Akio trying to encroach on her turf was going to trigger her.  And Kato was most definitely part of her turf, at least in her mind.


It was almost sad in his mind that her reaction wasn’t real jealousy, because that would mean that she had feelings for him.  It would only look like jealousy.


He expected her to be quite hostile when school was over, as he packed up the chocolates he’d been given in the bag he’d brought and prepared to leave.  Rika stood by the door by herself, the other girls actively avoiding her, as she stared at him as if her very gaze could cause him to burst into flames.  Even Akio had the sense to keep her distance as she left the classroom, on her way to the student council room, but Anna saved him by giving him a glance as she passed by, then she stopped in front of Rika and engaged her in conversation, being all happy sunshine.  He used that opportunity to get up and leave the classroom, heading for the shoe lockers, trying to move the impending explosion off campus and out of view of most of their peers.  He decided to get some extra ammunition in that regard, texting Maria and asking her to meet him at the shoe lockers instead of at the door.  Maria usually waited at the gate, coming onto the high school campus through the back gate and waiting by the door.

So, when Rika finally disengaged from Anna and got to the shoe lockers, she found Maria there with him, her hands holding her attaché behind her back as she chatted with him amiably as he put on his shoes.  That kept Rika somewhat contained as she stalked up to them and opened her locker, which was only two over and one row down from his own.  “So, you think I can go, big brother?” she asked, which was probably the first thing Rika heard her say.


“I suppose, but only if Sairu’s butler drives you home.  That’s after they cut bus service to hourly, and I don’t want you to have to wait too long at the station,” he answered.


“I’ll text her and ask,” she said, taking out her phone.


“Chihaya,” he said in a calm tone.


“What was she doing?”


“Aggravating me,” he replied.  “You know I don’t like her.”


That settled her down quite a bit, which was what he intended.  “Why did she chase you to the classroom?”


“To keep aggravating me,” he answered as Maria tapped on her smartphone.


“Sairu says that’s fine,” Maria announced.


“Okay then, off you go.  I’ll handle dinner, text me if you eat out with your friends so I don’t make too much.  Have fun,” he said.


“Thanks, big brother!  See you at home tonight, Rika!  I’m gonna go to the movies with Sairu and some of our friends!”

“Have fun,” she mirrored, then Maria hurried out of the building, all but breaking into a run.


He waited for Rika to put on her shoes, then they walked out together.  “We’ll have to go to the store,” he told her.  “What do you want for dinner?”


“What we can’t afford,” she grunted.  “But I guess we can go with some soba.  But you have to make the noodles, your noodles are way better than the premade ones.  Why would she keep bothering you?”


“Soba it is.  She made it clear that she’s after me just because I don’t make eyes at her.  So it’s an ego thing,” he told her.

She was silent a long moment.  “And you’re not interested?”


“In her?  Give me some credit,” he snorted.  “She’s a shallow, vain, egotistical little bitch.  The minute I say yes, she’ll toss me aside because her ego has been satisfied.  That’s all she’s after.  The conquest.”

Rika looked over her shoulder, back towards the school.  “You think so?”


“Even if I’m wrong, that’s what I think,” he answered.  “She has no earthly business wanting to date someone like me.  After all, I’m poor.  She’s a spoiled child throwing a tantrum over not being given something she wants, and in her case, that’s attention.  She believes she’s entitled to having every boy in school fawn all over her, because she’s pretty and she’s popular and she’s rich.  And since I’m the only boy that won’t pay her the attention she believes she deserves, she wants me to bend the knee to her.  She can’t stand the idea that a boy doesn’t want her, so she’s going to try to make me want her.  I’ll save myself all that needless drama,” he said in disgust.


“Huh,” Rika mused.  “Well, you could always just tell her you already have a girlfriend.”


“And then she’d start in on that unlucky girl, trying to break us up so she can come after me,” he said calmly.  “She doesn’t give a damn about anyone else’s feelings, Chihaya.  Not even mine.  She only cares about herself.  I won’t get anyone involved in that.”


“You could tell her you’re gay,” she added, a bit impishly.


“I have my pride, Chihaya,” he said stoically, which made her blurt out a short laugh.


“Pride, pft.  You’re on my leash, mutt, your pride belongs to me,” she teased.


“You just keep thinking that,” he replied mildly.


That little talk did a lot to defuse Rika’s ire.  They commuted home, dropped off their bags, and went back out to shop after changing out of their uniforms.  He decided to further placate he by dipping a bit into their cash reserves to buy some high quality ingredients for soba, including what he’d need to make the noodles from scratch.  Soba noodles could be cooked with the rest of the dish rather than separately, and it wasn’t that hard to make them.


But, he didn’t get away completely free.  After they were in regular clothes, Rika punched him in the stomach after he closed the apartment door, making his wheeze.  “What was that for?” he wheezed.


“For that chocolate loaded with chili pepper!” she retorted.


That made him burst out laughing.  “And here I thought you managed to avoid that one,” he grinned.


“You ass,” she accused, trying hard to look angry.  “But the other five were really good.  Thank you.”


“You’re welcome,” he told her as they started down the steps.  “Yours were really good, too.”

“Maria made most of them,” she admitted.


“I know.  That’s why they tasted good.”


She punched him again.


Akio was anything if not a determined huntress.


In the month since Valentine’s Day, she had been quite persistent, as well as quite open, about trying to woo Kato into a date.  She tried to talk to him and flirt with him almost any time they had a break or lunch, but he countered with his favorite tactic, and one that visibly annoyed her; he completely ignored her.  He didn’t respond to her questions or her comments.  He didn’t even look at her unless he had to turn his head to the right for some other reason.  He was well practiced in tuning out the world, tuning out the insults, tuning out the taunts, so he tuned her out, to where she may as well did not exist.


And that drove her insane.  She thought that all she had to do was flirt with him a little bit, flutter her eyelashes, and play with her long, silky hair appealingly, and he’d fall all over her.  What she got was a heavy dose of reality, and that reality was that Kato not only had no interest in her, he didn’t acknowledge her existence…and to someone as self-centered as she was, that was almost the same as an open declaration of war.  It was even worse for her because she’d made it known through school that she was making a play for Kato, that he would soon be on her arm, and her inability to get anywhere with him was starting to make some girls whisper gleefully about her failure to carry through with her declaration.

Mainly the ones that had no experience with Kato.  The girls in his junior class, which were now in four separate senior classes, they understood that Akio’s quest was doomed to failure.  They remembered that flat statement he’d laid on them not long after he came to Onnajiki, how his one and only interest in this school was graduating and getting into a good college, and that he actively avoided socializing with the other students to avoid even the appearance that he may be getting a little too friendly with them.  Given they were rich and he was poor, and thus was exactly the kind of young man their parents didn’t want anywhere near their daughters, a relationship with a girl at school might run him afoul of their parents, or the school’s faculty or board of governors…who didn’t like him to begin with.  They knew he wasn’t risking his scholarship or his future on some flight of fancy, on transient  puppy love, not when his future hung in the balance.


Akio didn’t know him.  She didn’t want to know him.  She just wanted to conquer him.  And so long as that was all she wanted, she wouldn’t get a single foot in the door with him.


Rika handled Akio’s growing determination with surprising maturity.  She knew where Kato stood on the matter, and his stoic refusal to so much as look at her kept her from exploding at school, as well as at home.  She had no interest in him, but she still didn’t like the idea of Akio making a play for him, because she considered Kato to be her territory.  She was the one that bossed Kato around, nobody else, and thus far, she’d been guardedly comfortable with the idea that her mutt knew who owned him and stayed loyal to his master.


The situation persisted through the rest of February, then through most of March, right up to the senior class trip.  On the morning of the trip, the first day of spring break, Kato made sure to escort Maria to Sairu’s house, where she’d be staying the week he and Rika were gone, and then the two of them took the train to the airport.  There, they met the other members of the senior class that were going, some 320 Japanese teenagers, and they boarded a chartered jet that was flying them to Hawaii.  So, it was only Onnajiki students on the jet, with their faculty chaperones up in first class.  It was probably the first time many of them had ever ridden on a jet in coach.  Kato made sure that Rika was sitting beside him on one side and Anna on the other, which kept Akio out of his row.  Anna and Rika actually got along fairly well, so the three of them engaged in eager conversation about the upcoming week, about the places they wanted to go and the things they wanted to do. The school trip would have one class activity every day, be it touring the sights or visiting specific locations, and then the students were free to go where they wanted and do what they wanted once the official class function was complete.

Just about everyone in the plane had their English translation dictionaries out, and were gleefully practicing common English words and phrases with their seatmates, except for Kato and Anna.  Since they were fluent in English, they just relaxed and enjoyed the six hour flight.


They arrived in Hawaii in the early afternoon, and chartered buses ferried them to their hotel.  The school had reserved an entire wing of a resort hotel for the students, and they were handed out key cards as they came off the buses.  Kato was roomed with Taro—thank God—and all the boys were put on the same hallway on the third floor, which kept them from wandering the other halls of the hotel and let the teacher staying in the room at the start of the hall, by the elevators, the opportunity to keep an eye on who came and went down their hall.  Rika somehow made sure that she and Yubete were on the other side on the same floor, which put them a long walk down the hotel hallway from each other.  When they got out of the elevator, Kato and Taro turned left, and Rika and Yubete turned right to reach their rooms.


They had no trips scheduled for today, but they did have a big dinner scheduled in the main dining room of the hotel, which was supposed to be all about popular American foods and catered by one of the best caterers on the island.  But that wasn’t for three hours, which gave all the students time to settle in and rest a little bit…so naturally, most of them immediately left their rooms and explored the hotel.  It was huge, a luxury resort hotel, so it had all kinds of amenities on the property that they could enjoy, from a gym to a massive pool to direct access to the black sand beaches of Hawaii.  They even had room service and concierge services, and the students were allowed to use them, but they had to pay for them out of their own pockets.  But, given this was Onnajiki, just about everyone except for Kato and Rika had come with a ton of spending money in their pockets, American dollars rather than yen, so they could easily afford it.


Kato and Rika did have some money for this.  He’d budgeted carefully to give them some spending money for the trip, enough that they could buy some souvenirs and pay for some extra activities, but they couldn’t go nuts.  And Kato being Kato, he divided that money unevenly, giving Rika the majority of it.  Kato didn’t really plan on going a whole bunch of places, where Rika had her friends and he wanted to make sure that she got the chance to go do things with them without having to ask them to pay for it for her.  He’d be happy just spending his free time lounging around on the beach, or maybe doing some snorkeling or maybe even some spear fishing, if that was allowed.


One thing he learned quickly roaming around the hotel grounds was that most of the hotel staff mistook him for a local.  His blond hair did make him look more American than Japanese, and his bronzed skin looked like a deep tan, not his natural skin color.  And since he spoke fluent English like a native, didn’t even have an accent, he could pass completely as an American.

Well, he was half American, so that wasn’t that big of a surprise.


The dinner was pretty nice.  They were served steak as the main course at a full three course meal, and all of the dishes were American.  Breadsticks, salad, and soup for the appetizer, steak and a choice of vegetables for the main course, and red velvet cake for dessert.  After they ate, the faculty addressed them, telling them that many of the staff at the hotel spoke enough Japanese to communicate with them, and also gave out telephone numbers they could call if they ran into trouble outside of the hotel.  It was with a translation service, so the student could speak Japanese into the phone, then the person on the other end would translate into English for the vendor or clerk they were trying to talk to.  They were given a reminder of how American money worked, that a hundred yen was roughly equal to a single American dollar, so to be careful when buying things or giving tips so they didn’t get cheated or make any mistakes.  They were also reminded that they had a hard curfew of ten o’clock, that all students had to be on the hotel property by ten every night, and had to be in their rooms by midnight.

And with that, the students were released to enjoy the rest of their evening, and reminded that they’d receive a wake-up call at eight tomorrow morning so they could go on their first class trip.  They were going to the volcano tomorrow, which was currently erupting, so they’d be able to get some great pictures of it.


Kato found himself in the company of most of the usual gang from 2-5 as he left the banquet hall, both those in his senior class and those that weren’t, as the girls kept pointing at signs and tried to read them aloud.  They were almost giddy at the idea of actually using the English they’d been studying for the last five years.  He got pulled with them as they decided to go check out the shops along the road that ran along the beach, them all but kidnapping him and Anna so they had two translators along with them.  And he could admit, he had a pretty fun time.  They checked out the shops along the other side of the road, as well as a pedestrian-only shopping area about a block from the hotel, which held dozens of small souvenir shops.  It was a little amusing to him to hear the girls trying to speak English to the clerks, and to their credit, the clerks didn’t laugh or chide them, they simply listened attentively and spoke slowly in reply, showing that they were used to dealing with tourists that didn’t speak English.  A few clerks asked where they were from, and also weren’t surprised to hear that they were from Japan.

It shouldn’t have been.  Hawaii was one of the most popular vacation destinations for the Japanese.


They stayed out until after sunset, which was when Kato finally managed to extricate himself from his classmates to walk back to the hotel by himself, leaving them in Anna’s capable hands.  He needed a little time alone, because being in Hawaii, being in a place where he didn’t look out of place, it was, well, it was surprising.  He didn’t feel like an outsider, walking down that street, he wasn’t easily identifiable as someone that wasn’t native, someone that didn’t belong.  The street was a melting pot of different skin tones, different heights, but he didn’t stand out among them.  He wasn’t half a head taller than everyone else, didn’t have hair that singled him out among others, didn’t have skin that wasn’t the same color as all the people around him.  Japan was an extremely homogenous society, and it actively discouraged outsiders from taking up residence.  So, it was a bit of a culture shock for him to be in a place where he wasn’t the only tall, blond-haired person on the street.


It felt…good.


It made him question, for the first time in his life, if he should leave Japan.  He couldn’t do it anytime soon, he had to get Maria into a good college, but after she was set up and ready to be on her own, should he leave Japan?  Should he move to Hawaii, or to mainland America, or to Brazil, and try living somewhere that didn’t hate him?


It was an important question to ask, but he knew the answer.  At least for now, no.  Much as he chafed at how he was treated, he considered Japan home.  Japan wasn’t just about its people, it was about the lifestyle, about the technology, about how things worked, about the freedom he enjoyed there as a 17 year old—very nearly 18 year old, freedom he wouldn’t be afforded most anywhere else on Earth, and those were parts of his life that he rather liked.  While he wasn’t Japanese, he did find some aspects of Japanese culture and society to be quite pleasing and appealing, from their food to their rich history to their drive and their energy.  There were a lot of good qualities about the Japanese, but the sad part was, they were often overshadowed by their negative qualities.

Besides, Japan was where Rika was, and he was content staying there so long as he was near her.  And he rather doubted that she would ever want to leave.  Rika was Japanese, Japan was her home, and he rather doubted she would ever want to leave it.

So long as Maria wanted to stay in Japan, so long as Rika was in Japan, he would stay in Japan.


It was that simple.
