
Things were a bit bittersweet.

The last week had been very strange for Kato, because he had to adjust to living in a new apartment, learn his way around a new neighborhood, and also heal from an ordeal that he honestly could not remember.


Rika was very nearly his shadow from the moment he was released from the hospital.  She never left his side willingly, was even sleeping in the same bed with him, and he honestly appreciated her help for the first couple of days.  He was severely bruised, almost from head to foot, and he had trouble moving around while those bruises started to fade.  But as the bruises faded over the first days of the week, days spent taking final exams, his need for her help faded…but that did not in any way dissuade her from all but clinging to him.  She even acted that way at school, all but hanging off his arm every second even as she got really annoyed by anyone that noticed her behavior.  She stayed very close to him, but tried to keep him at arm’s length at the same time, which was an awkward dance that was highly amusing to everyone in class.  The fact that their desks weren’t next to each other made it worse, and Rika spent nearly every moment not looking at her test paper staring at Kato, as if ready to pounce if it looked in the slightest like he needed help with something.


Finals progressed through the week, as Kato got more and more mobile as the bruises faded, until the day that the class had been dreading arrived…Anna’s last day.  There were a whole lot of tears almost from the moment Anna arrived for her last day of class, getting constant visits from girls from other classrooms, culminating in their last period being a huge party in the auditorium.  The entire school turned out to give her a goodbye party, with tons of food and a whole lot of hugging and the trading of phone numbers.


And Anna saved her biggest surprise for the party.  Near the end, she got up on the stage and got their attention, both smiling hugely and crying openly.  “This is only goodbye for a little while,” she declared.  “I’ve been offered a full scholarship at Kagoshima University College, right here in Kagoshima, and I’ve decided to accept it,” she said, which caused a sudden scream of delight and thunderous applause.  “I’ll be back in March to prepare for my first term at Kagoshima University!”

She was nearly mobbed.  Girls rushed the stage as she climbed down, and they knocked her over, the lot of them falling over in a huge pile as they tried to hug her.  Kato got his own chance after they sorted themselves out, giving her a fond hug when she reached him, then hugging Rika. “Just couldn’t stay away, could you?” Kato teased.


“I can’t help it!” she laughed as she patted Rika on the back.  “I love you guys so much!  I can’t bear to leave!  I wanted to go to USC, but USC will feel so lonely without being able to be with my best friends!”


“Awwww!” Seri crooned, getting another hug.  “But you realize some of us won’t be in Kagoshima, silly!”


“But we’ll all be in Japan!  Just a train ride away!” she replied.  “We can all get together on the weekends and holidays!”  She kissed Seri on the cheek fondly, then accepted a hug from a junior that Kato didn’t know.


“You better come back to Onnajiki and see us, Anna!” the girl ordered.


“Of course I will!” she laughed in reply.  “I never once thought when I came to Japan that the first thing I’d do after leaving is arrange to come right back!” she laughed.  “I’m going to get my teacher’s credentials, and who knows, I may come back to Onnajiki as a teacher!”

“We’d love that!” the junior gushed.


So, the party ended with a much more happy feeling than it began, because it became a celebration of Anna’s imminent return, not a farewell.


The term ended when the party did, and that meant it was time for summer break.  They rode the train to their temporary apartment, and the studying began almost immediately.  Summer break for a senior meant cram school, it meant that the preparation for college entrance exams hit full throttle, and now it was time to get down to business.  The school allowed them to keep their tablets for summer break because it held almost all of their study materials, and those would be very useful to them during the lectures at cram school.


That began on Monday.  Kato was feeling much better by Monday, most of his bruises faded and able to move around without pain once more.  They left Maria at the apartment and rode the train downtown, where the cram school was located, and they weren’t the only ones.  Students from every high school in Kagoshima were on the train or walking in the same direction as them when they got off, all headed for a large office building not far from city hall in the heart of downtown.  Shoshuki Prep was the best cram school in southern Japan, attracting students from as far away as Osaka, and Onnajiki always reserved seats for every member of their senior class.  It was also huge, with thousands of seniors filing into the building, with some five floors worth of classrooms where professional instructors taught the material on the college entrance exam to help them prepare for it.  Kato and Rika filed in with the crowd, Rika close by his right side to keep anyone from bumping his casted arm.  Rika took a pic on her phone to send to Anna, who was now back home in San Diego and already preparing for her return to Kagoshima in a little over six months.

Onnajiki was fairly smart about things, and that was reserving the seats in five different classes, which made those five classes exclusively Onnajiki only.  And they made sure those classes were taught by the best instructors in the prep school, which maximized their chances to score high on the entrance exams.  They found their way to their classroom, which was a large auditorium style room with room for nearly two hundred students.  That was eight classes of Onnajiki seniors packed into the same room, and just one of five similar rooms that Onnajiki controlled in the prep school.  Kato and Rika sat down, and their friends quickly filled the seats around them, both to the sides and in front of them, until all eight of them were packed together in two rows of four.  Kikiru was sitting beside Kato, Seri beside Rika, with Akiya, Kiami, Hanako, and Taro in the row in front of them.  They were a core group of friends, best friends, with only Anna missing because she was in America.  And neither him nor Taro felt it was weird at all for them to have so many female friends, and be such good friends with girls without it getting weird, given they were going to a school that had been girls only up until two years ago.

If anything, the boys that went to Onnajiki certainly knew how to talk to and be comfortable around girls.  Once the girls finally accepted them into the school, they had trained the boys well.


He looked around at them, and again felt blessed that he could find friends that he could trust, that didn’t let him feel alone anymore.  Because he wasn’t.


 The day began, and from the start, it was clear that cram school was hardcore.  The instructor went very fast, so fast that Kato barely had time to keep up, and he resorted to opening his laptop and snapping pictures of the whiteboard using its camera before it was erased, over and over.  Rika looked almost panicked after the first block of instruction, and her expression of horror was stamped on nearly every face in the auditorium by the time they reached the first break.


“I can’t keep up!” Seri nearly whined from her spot on the other side of Rika.


“My brother told me what it was like, but that was no preparation for reality!” Kiami nearly groaned.


“We’ll share notes tonight, so don’t worry.  What one of us misses, someone else is going to catch,” Kato said supportively.  “We just have to do our best.” 


“Good point, Kato,” Taro nodded.  “We all still on for studying at your place after school?”


“Maria and Hashimori are cooking for us as we speak,” Kato assured them.


“Awesome!  That makes all this hell worth it!”


“You better thank us, Taro, we paid for the food they’re cooking,” Seri told him with a grin.


“Well excuse me for not being rich, little miss rich bitch,” he retorted slyly.  Like Kato, Taro was one of the working class boys that the school brought in to fail, to give the board of governors an excuse to get rid of all the boys.  Like Kato, he’d stuck it out, earned the respect of the girls and the faculty, and his reward was that he was about to graduate from one of the most prestigious private academies in Japan, which was a huge selling point when it came to getting into a college or getting a job.  With his graduation from Onnajiki and good entrance exam scores, Taro could pick which college he wanted to attend.


“Taro certainly has become a master of mooching,” Hanako teased.  He responded by elbowing her irritably, which made her laugh.


“We should make him wear a butler suit and serve us during dinner,” Kikiru added slyly.


“Even better, a maid outfit,” Seri grinned.


“Not in a million years!” Taro retorted, which made them all laugh.


The levity did lighten the mood, which allowed them to not jump up and run screaming from the room when the instructor for the next block entered the auditorium.

It was a blur up until lunch, them staying at their seats and opening the box lunches that Maria made for them.  They were very big, and he nearly gawked at all the food inside!  She’d made pork cutlets for him, expertly arranged over rice and with vegetables and Brazilian kao balls on the side, small balls of deep fried batter that were light and fluffy on the inside.  She’d taped a note on the top of the lid which read packed with carbs and protein so you can use that big brain!  Do your best, big brother!

His sister was such a gift!


“Wooow, she made me chinese style beef and peppers!” Rika nearly squealed in delight.  That was her favorite.  “And a container of miso soup!”


“Can I buy your sister from you, Kato?” Akiya asked playfully.


“No.  And I’ll fight you if you try,” he retorted, which made her laugh.  “But if you ask nicely, she might be persuaded to make you a box lunch of your own.”

By the time the first day ended, they were all both mentally drained and even a little shellshocked.  They rode the train back to his apartment in silence, and shuffled in like zombies.  Maria came out of the kitchen and gave them a bright smile.  “Dinner will be ready in about fifteen minutes,” she announced, Hashimori glancing out and then returning to the kitchen.  “Everyone sit down and rest a little bit!  How was it, brother?”


“Frightening,” he replied, which made all of them laugh ruefully in agreement.


“If regular school was like that, I’d have died of a heart attack in elementary school,” Taro agreed.


“Hashimori is about to set the table, so make sure you give her room.”


“I’ll help,” Kato supplied.


“I’ll help too.  The doctor told him, no carrying anything heavy with his right hand,” Rika called.


They set the table, then Maria and Kikiru’s live-in maid Hashimori started carrying out food, whom had become Maria’s very good friend over the last few months.  Platters and bowls, it just kept coming, more than enough for all nine of them with plenty of leftovers to spare.  The dinner raised their spirits, made them feel better, to the point where they were joking and carrying on by the time Maria and Hashimori started picking up the dishes to clear the table so they could study.  They all put out their notes and started organizing them, comparing them, and Hanako started building a master set of notes that contained everything they had, tapping away at her laptops.  Hanako was by far the smartest of them all, so she was best suited for such an important task.


They studied until well after sunset, and they finished off the leftovers before they left for the night.  Kato and Rika retired to the bathroom after they left, sharing it as Maria finished up a bit of prep cooking for tomorrow’s box lunches.  She was making eight of them, one for each of them, a fact that nearly had the girls and Taro drooling when Maria told them that Kato and Rika would be bringing them lunches tomorrow.  Kato opted to just lean back in the hot water and relax as Rika used the shower area in front of it, soaping herself down and then rinsing off, and then she joined him in the tub, sitting on the other side facing him and leaning back herself, which was easy for her because the tub was almost oversized for the bathroom, more than big enough for two people to share.  She had her legs draped over his, and she was teasing him a bit by rubbing her foot up and down his lower stomach.  “I’m not sure how we’re going to survive a month of cram school,” she complained, putting her arms on the back of the tub and leaning her head back, a move that thrust out her breasts a little bit.


“We’ll be used to it by the end of the week,” he told her, reaching down and grabbing her foot, which made her grin at him because she’d been sliding it lower and lower and lower.  “And stop that.”


“Why, I’m enjoying it,” she teased.


“You keep doing it, and you’ll find out how much I’m enjoying it,” he threatened in reply, which made her laugh.


“Aww, poor baby, can’t control himself until our graduation celebration,” she taunted, referring to their plans to consummate their relationship on their trip to Nagasaki after they graduated.  She gasped loudly and flushed beet red when he slid his foot over and forward, putting it someplace no man would dare ever touch a woman that he didn’t sleep in the same bed with.

“Let’s see how much you like it,” he retorted.


She laughed.  “That’s cheating!” she accused, then laughed harder when he flexed his foot, which levered her rear up off the bottom of the tub and lifted her up a little out of the water.


“I fight dirty, Rika, you should have learned that by now,” he said shamelessly.  “Now stop messing around, we’re both too tired for what you’re doing.  You’re just torturing both of us.”


“That’s the truth,” she agreed, wiggling her foot until he let go of it, and setting it against the outside of his leg and hip.  “I hope we don’t feel like this every day during cram school.  I’m almost ready to forget college and get a job in a factory or something.”


“I’ll beat you senseless if you ever say that again,” he warned, which made her grin at him.  “We both have to get high enough scores for scholarships, woman, so don’t slack.  And now I know where I want to go.”


“Kagoshima University,” she declared, to which he nodded.  “I think I’d like that too.  We’d be in some of the same classes with Anna.”


“They have a good accounting program there.  I’m leaning towards it.”


“I still can’t believe you want to be an accountant,” she accused.


“Why not?  I’m good at math,” he replied.  “Accountants make good money, and it’s easy to get a job most anywhere in Japan.  Every company needs accountants.”


“You should go into music.  Kagoshima University has one of the biggest music programs in Japan.”


“Go to school for something I can already do?” he challenged, which made her grin.


“At least you’d get good grades,” she lilted.  “Gotta admit, Kagoshima University has some programs I wouldn’t mind taking.”

“Still haven’t decided on a major?”


She shook her head.  “I need to.  If I don’t have a declared major, it’ll make it way harder to get a scholarship.  All that work you did with me to raise my grades would be wasted.”


“Just pick something you like.  As smart as you are, you’re gonna do well no matter what you decide to do,” he told her, which made her smile earnestly at him.

“Glad you admire something more about me than my boobs,” she teased.


“At least they’re more fun to look at than your brain,” he retorted, which made her laugh.


Maria knocked on the door.  “You guys decent?” she asked.


“Decent enough, you’re not gonna see anything more of Kato than he’ll show you in the living room,” Rika answered.  Maria slid the door open, then laughed when she stepped in.


“This isn’t helping him take a bath, Rika.”


“He doesn’t need that anymore, but it was too much fun seeing him naked to stop.  So, now I’m sharing the bath with him,” she replied impishly.


“What’s up, little sister?”


“I wanted to know if you wanted anything specific for dinner tomorrow,” she replied.  “Hashimori asked me to send her a shopping list.  She’s going to pick it up on her way over tomorrow.”


“Think you can swing some spaghetti with marinara sauce?” Kato asked.


“No problem!” she replied happily.  “You want meatballs in it?”


“If you don’t mind making it,” he replied.


“Don’t be silly!” she chided him.  “What about you, Rika?”


“Spaghetti sounds good to me too, I love how you make it.”


“Then spaghetti it is.  Lemme go text Hashimori what I need for it.”


“I say we stunt her growth and keep her just like that for the rest of our lives,” Rika said after Maria closed the door.


“I heard that!” Maria barked, which made Rika laugh.


The first day was the establishment of what became a routine that continued for nearly two months.


They would get up in the morning and get ready for cram school, waking up to a breakfast cooked by Maria.  She would give them everyone’s box lunches and send them off, and they would take the train downtown.  They’d meet their friends in the classroom, hand out the lunches, then go through a day of academic hell where they struggled to take sufficient notes of the material.  After school, everyone would come over to their apartment, where Maria and Hashimori had dinner waiting for them, and then spend the rest of the day studying.  That went on six days a week, and on Sunday, their only day off, they more or less just completely crashed.  They studied as best they could on Sunday, but it was more about trying to recover from six days of draining, exhausting classes than it was about relaxing.  On Sunday night, everyone did come over for dinner, and Maria and Hashimori made the Sunday meal a special one.

He found out that all the girls except Rika were paying Maria for her efforts, each of them chipping in to give Maria a paycheck of 25,000 yen a week, which wasn’t anything to sneeze at.  And he wouldn’t say a word about it.  His poor sister was working her butt off, even more so than they were, and she deserved pay for what she was doing for them.


Maria and Hashimori weren’t always the only ones cooking.  Maria’s friends from middle school who weren’t out on summer vacation trips were coming over almost every day to hang out with her, and she was teaching them how to cook as she and Kikiru’s maid prepared dinner.  They often stayed for the dinner they helped cook, which made it pretty cramped in the common room, to the point where Kikiru had a second table brought in so everyone could sit and eat.


The summer seemed to just be a big continuous blur.  Kato could barely remember any one day, since they all seemed to be the same, but what he could tell was different was how much he learned in cram school.  It had been a great help to him, shoring up his weaker subjects and making him feel confident that he was going to score high enough on his entrance exams to get into Kagoshima University, which was his target university.


They had a great math department, which was where accounting fell.  And the fact that Anna was going to attend Kagoshima University was just a bonus…or so he constantly told himself.  After all, it would sound childish that he was choosing Kagoshima University almost purely because Anna was going there.


Anna’s decision hadn’t influenced much of anyone except Kato and Taro, who weren’t rich.  Most of the others already had a university picked out, and that was one of the elite universities, like Todai or the Unverisity of Kyoto.  It was almost tradition for the children of the rich to go to those schools, and Kagoshima University, while considered a very, very good school, wasn’t one of the elite seven universities in Japan.  And only those elite schools would do..

Every day was a pain, but they blurred together, to the point where Kato was honestly surprised when cram school was done and it was the first day of the fall term…their last term.  That term would be dominated by tests, with final exams in early December and college entrance exams in mid January, after their official term ended and they were technically out of school.  Seniors finished classes earlier than the juniors and freshmen, but the school continued to support them as they prepared for their next phase, college, through the alumni program.  They would go right back to cram school in December to prepare for the tests in January, and still have access to the school campus to make use of its facilities and resources.  They wouldn’t be officially gone from Onnajiki until March, for after college entrance exams, alumni services helped with applying to colleges and the college entry interview.  And since they took no classes, they could devote all their effort and attention on getting into the college of their choice.

The first day of the new term started off very weird.  Kato and Rika entered the building and were almost immediately summoned to the principal’s office.  They came in and sat down after she motioned at the seats, and then she got straight to the point.  She put her elbows on the desk and regarded them.  “Is it true that the two of you intend to marry after school?”


Both of them were more than a little surprised, if not scattered, and they looked at each other with confused faces.  Their friends knew the truth, but they’d never tell anyone.  “That, uh, would depend entirely on Chihaya,” Kato finally said.  “I promised that I would support her after I caused her to get cut off by her parents.  If she feels that marriage is a requirement for me to uphold that promise, then I’ll marry her.”


“I think the two of you can spare me the semantics,” the principal said dryly.  “Are you, or are you not, a couple?”


“Officially, no,” Kato answered honestly.  “We won’t do anything that will threaten our scholarships, and the school might consider a relationship between students who live in the same apartment to be inappropriate.”


“Well, you’re certainly very careful about that,” she mused.  “But I do think you two realize that your relationship is the worst kept secret in this school?”


“We haven’t told anyone!” Rika protested.


“You don’t have to,” she replied with an amused smile.  “Everyone knows exactly what you two are to each other.  You can’t possibly hide it.”


Kato gave her a calm look.  “And how does that information matter to this discussion, Principal?”


“It matters in this way, Cano.  You keep right on pretending, right up until you are in college and your scholarships are guaranteed,” she replied.  “The administration and faculty of Onnajiki are more than content to look the other way when it comes to your…unusual situation, because we’re familiar with the long and involved history between the two of you, as well as the circumstances that caused you to move in together.  We wouldn’t care if you made your relationship public.  In fact, many of us feel it is a good thing, because you two complete each other and have made each other better students and better people.  But a college may not be quite so understanding, because they don’t know the history behind your living arrangements.  So I called you here to tell you to keep things exactly as they are until after you have your formal letters of acceptance,” she stressed.  “Once you’re in, the university won’t care.”


“Thank you for that advice, Principal,” Kato said as Rika sighed in relief.  “Do you think that it may jeopardize us getting scholarships?”

“No,” she smiled.  “In fact, I think we may be able to help each other in that regard, Mister Cano.  I have a very serious question for you.  You are a native English speaker, one of the most in-demand teachers in Japan.  If you decided to major in education, you would be virtually guaranteed a full ride scholarship, at the college of your choice.  The question is, would you be willing to do it?” she asked.  “Could you see yourself becoming a teacher, Mister Cano?”

“I…hadn’t ever really thought about it,” he replied after a moment.  “My plan was to go into accounting, because I’m good at math and it’s a job that’s almost always in demand.”


“Do you like accounting?’ the principal asked pointedly.


“That didn’t matter.  It was the most effective means to achieve my goal of getting my sister through college,” he replied.


“So, you were willing to enter a profession you don’t like because you felt it was the best way to get your sister through college?” she pressed.


“Yes.  My feelings or desires don’t matter,” he replied bluntly.  “I made a promise to my father, I promised him I would take care of Maria, and I will keep that promise.  No matter what it takes.”


“So, all that matters is getting your sister through college?  What your major is and where you work after graduation don’t matter?”

“Only in that they ensure Maria gets what she deserves,” he replied.


“Then you should seriously consider education.  Granted, you may not make as much money right out of college as some other majors, but once you achieve tenure, you will make a very comfortable living.  Plus, you are a good teacher, Cano.  I’ve reviewed Chihaya’s grades over the last two years.  Her scores increased dramatically when she moved in with you,” she declared.  “That had to be your doing.”


“When I was cut off, he started tutoring me so I could get a scholarship,” Rika said.  “He is a good teacher.  He makes things easy for me to understand.  And I’ve learned so much English, I can actually hold a conversation now.”


She nodded towards Rika with a smile.  “I want you to think seriously about it, Cano,” the principal told him.  “As a native speaker, you can get a full scholarship easily if you major in education.  And you can work in the field while in college as a teacher’s assistant, you can qualify for it after your first year as an education major.  In fact, if you maintain high grades, I very well my hire you as a teacher’s assistant here at Onnajiki,” she said invitingly, clearly trying to entice him.  “Your language skills would be a tremendous asset to the foreign language program.  And if you didn’t know, Onnajiki is very generous when it comes to paying our instructors,” she said liltingly.  “We demand the best, but we pay them their worth.”


“Are you offering me a job, Principal?”


“I’m legally forbidden from doing so.  But, I am saying that if you major in education and do well in your first year, that a job very well may be here waiting for you once you qualify to work as a teacher’s assistant. Do well as an assistant, and a position as a teacher very well may be waiting for you once you receive your certification,” she replied with a slight smile.  “Onnajiki rarely gets the opportunity to hire our own, Mister Cano, because our students rarely become professional teachers.  And you are far too valuable for us not to pursue, your work with Chihaya is a testament to that fact.  You would be a fine teacher, and since you will be an Onnajiki alumni, you will already know the school and how we do things.  You would be a prime candidate for employment at this school.”

Kato leaned forward a bit.  “Guarantee me that Maria keeps her scholarship all the way through to her graduation, and I’ll do it,” he declared.  “I’ll major in education, and work to return to Onnajiki as a teacher.”


“Done,” she replied immediately.  “But that depends on you proving you’re worthy of being an Onnajiki instructor, Cano.  That means you will get top grades, because Onnajiki only hires the best instructors.  So long as you remain on track to return to Onnajiki as an instructor, I will personally guarantee that Maria retains her scholarship.  I will personally ensure that she receives the very same scholarship that you’re using right now starting next year, and she will remain the recipient until she graduates.  That scholarship is not restricted only to the high school.  But I can’t help outside of that, not any more than I can help any other student.  Getting into a college, getting a scholarship, maintaining a high grade point average, getting your teacher’s assistant qualification, those will be your responsibility.  So long as you uphold your side of the bargain, I will uphold mine.”


“Thank you, Principal,” Kato said calmly.  “I won’t let you down.”


“I know you won’t,” she agreed easily.  “And have you considered your future major, Chihaya?”


“I still haven’t decided, Principal,” she answered.  “All I really know is that I have to make sure I get into the same college as Cano.”


“I understand why,” she smiled.  “I’ve reviewed your grades and schoolwork, Chihaya, and I think you should seriously consider a career in business management,” she suggested.  “You have excellent organizational skills, and you command respect.  In fact, I might be persuaded to refer you to the academy’s business office…if you can prove that you’re good enough to work for Onnajiki Academy,” she said calmly, but clearly challenging Rika.  And she knew Rika well enough to know which button to press to get her attention.  “Kagoshima University has an excellent business management program,” she finished liltingly.


Rika gave her a strong look.  “I’ll consider it,” she answered.


“You need to decide soon.  If you don’t have an intended major, getting a scholarship is much more difficult,” she warned.  “Many of them are only offered to students in specific majors, and the earlier you apply, the better the chance you win it.”

“I know,” she affirmed with a nod.


Kato had honestly not expected to come to school today and have his plans get changed, but he couldn’t pass up this opportunity.  Not for the chance to be a teacher, but because it guaranteed that Maria would graduate from Onnajiki.  If all it took to make that happen was major in education, then he was more than willing to do it.  Besides, he didn’t mind tutoring Rika.  It was actually kind of fun, and he did seem to be rather good at it.  The principal was also right in that as a native English speaker who was also a native Japanese speaker, he could get a job teaching in virtually any school in Japan, so he would always be able to find a job.  Even if he didn’t get a job with Onnajiki, he could easily get a job virtually anywhere else, and that income would help get Maria through college.  It would also ensure that he was always in Kagoshima, which would let him support Maria until she graduated.  She wouldn’t have to live by herself in a tiny apartment, she would always have the support she needed.

It was a good idea.  It was a very good idea.  He was honestly grateful to the principal for recommending it.

They returned to the classroom a little out of sorts, which the girls noticed.  Kikiru leaned over as Chihaya sat at her desk.  “What’s the matter?” she asked.


“The principal just asked me if me and Rika are getting married,” he replied quietly.


“Well, are you?”


He gave her a look, which made her grin at him.  Kikiru knew the truth of them, if only because she was the reason they were a couple.  It was her spurring that got Chihaya to confront him, and that was when he kissed her.  “I’m more worried that everyone seems to know about it.  We thought we kept it a better secret than that.”


She chuckled softly.  “It wasn’t apparent to me, but I think if I’d been in your junior class too, I’d have understood.  Rika treated you like that because she loves you.  It’s how she displays her affection.  A weird way, but a sincere way.”


He nodded with a gentle smile.  “She’s never been shown real love.  She’s always equated aggression with affection because of how her family treated her,” he told her.  “Once I realized that, I didn’t mind how she treated me all that much.”

“She’s a lucky girl,” she said, a bit wistfully.


“I’m the one who’s lucky,” he corrected.


“Hey now, you could have had me,” she protested with a smile.


“Like I said, I’m the one who’s lucky,” he drawled, and laughed when she slapped his shoulder irritably.  “But I am lucky that you’re my friend, Kiki,” he amended.  “You’re a wonderful girl, and you’re gonna make some guy deliriously happy someday.”


“Aww,” she sounded, giving him a smile.  Her eyes then darted furtively towards the back of the room.  “Rika’s glaring, isn’t she?”

“Just a little bit,” he confirmed lightly, which made her laugh.  “You’re the only girl she shows any jealousy over.  For obvious reasons.”


“If she can’t keep you happy, I’ll steal you away from her.  And she knows it,” she winked.


The teacher came in, and Rika moved almost immediately with her counterattack for the problem of Kato sitting next to Kikiru.  Before, Anna was there to keep her apprised if Kikiru went out of bounds, but she was back in America. So, Rika executed her hostile takeover of the front row by all but demanding that she be allowed to change seats, to take Anna’s now vacated desk, using the argument that since she was left-handed, it was easier on her to have no one on her left side.  That was pure sophistry, however, for everyone knew exactly why she wanted that desk…Kato was beside it.  And much to Kato’s surprise, the teacher bought it.  So, it was a smugly victorious Rika that moved to the front corner desk, sitting down beside Kato and giving him a challenging smile, then looked past him and stared at Kikiru hawkishly.  


Once that was sorted out, they got right to work.  The last term of the senior year was not about dallying about, and even on their first day, they got straight to work.  The focus of this last term was finals and the college entrance exam, and the teacher outlined their war plan for the term that would maximize their chances of scoring high on the entrance exam, including going over all the services the school offered, from cram school reservations in December to one on one tutoring to access to the campus off hours to use school study resources.  The school even had a few services for finding scholarships, but not nearly as many as another high school might have due to the fact that very few if any students at Onnajiki needed a scholarship.  Just about everyone that went here was rich.

It was the same with each of their subject teachers.  They came in, told them how things were going to work, then they spent the rest of the period teaching, getting right into it, which set the tone for how this last term was going to go.  This was crunch time, they only had four and a half months before finals, and five and a half months before college entrance exams, so now it was time to get super-serious.


By the time the day was over, none of them felt like they’d just come back from summer vacation.  The cram school had a lot to do with that, but it was clear that their teachers were just picking right up where cram school left off.  Kato and Rika left the classroom at the end of the day nearly in a daze, and they weren’t the only one.  Just about every senior shambled out of their classrooms like zombies at the end of the day, shuffling towards the shoe lockers with expressions on their faces that made it clear that they weren’t entirely sure what they’d just gotten themselves into.  Maria met them at the shoe lockers, leaning against one of them with her phone in her hand, tapping on the screen.  “You’re out late,” she accused in Portuguese.  “I’ve been waiting nearly half an hour.”

“We got hammered,” Rika replied in fairly decent Portuguese.


“Eh?”


“That was not how we expected the first day of term to go,” Kato elaborated.  “This last term is going to be no joke.”

“It’s all about the exams, right?  No wonder it’s hardcore,” Maria said as they went to their lockers and opened them, then pulled out their shoes.  “Did they discuss the school festival with you guys?”


He shook his head.  “We were way too busy with schoolwork,” he replied.  Onnajiki’s school festival took place in October, which was a bit early compared to most schools, and it worked very differently.  It wasn’t typically open to the public, since Onnajiki was a private academy, more of a festival put on by the students for the students.  Kato had had nothing to do with last year’s festival because he’d been way to busy working, hadn’t even gone to it, but this year he was planning on attending.

Last term, class 3-1 had decided to build on their school trip to Hawaii and do a luau-type activity for the festival, decorating the classroom like a Hawaiian beach and serving food.  Some of the girls were going to make the decorations, others were going to bring in authentic Hawaiian luau food—catered naturally—and everyone was going to wear grass skirts and other islander garb.  It wouldn’t be that hard, which meant that they could do it without it interfering too much with their exam preparations.  Kato had been roped into helping out, since he wasn’t working this year…but he suspected they just wanted to get him into a grass skirt and out of his blazer and dress shirt.

There was a reason that the girls liked swimming more than any other gym activity, because they got Kato into swimming trunks, and nothing else.  Kato was very muscular on top of being handsome and blond, and Rika had told him that just about every girl in school liked to look at him.  The very idea that Kato would be wearing nothing but a grass skirt would attract a lot of traffic to their classroom during the festival.

Rika owned him, but that didn’t stop the other girls from window shopping.  Kikiru was proof enough of that.

“What are you doing in the middle school?” Rika asked.


“We’re doing a maid café.  I’ve been asked to do most of the cooking,” she laughed.


“Seriously?  A maid café?” Kato asked.  “Rich girls are going to put on maid costumes and serve customers?”


“That’s the entire reason they wanna do it,” Maria grinned.  “See how the other half lives.”


“I swear,” he sighed, rolling his eyes.  That made Maria laugh, and Rika elbow him.


Kato waited until they got home to tell Maria about their conference with the principal, as the three of them were in the kitchen preparing to cook dinner.  He told her in Portuguese, which Rika could about mostly understand because of her lessons in the language.


“It’s not a bad idea,” Maria agreed after hearing the tale.  “You do seem to be good at teaching, and you can get a job anywhere since we’re native English speakers.”


“Yeah.  I’d never even considered it until she laid it out like that,” he agreed, kneading dough that would become udon noodles.   “But the clincher for me was that she guaranteed your scholarship so long as I stay on track.  My scholarship, Mia.  She said you become the new recipient after I graduate.  That includes the stipend,” he stressed.  “With that stipend added to what we’ll be earning with part time jobs, we’ll be well situated when it comes to money.  Me and Rika can work part time, easy hours, and that will give us plenty of time to study.  If you don’t mind contributing the stipend to the household, that is.”


“Stop asking stupid questions, brother,” she told him teasingly.  “It’ll finally be my chance to contribute.”


“You’ve always contributed, silly girl,” he told her.  “If only to cheer me up with your smile and a hot dinner when I get home every night.”


“Such a sweetie,” she smiled.


“If Rika goes into business, I figure we’ll let her take over responsibility of the house budget.  She’ll get good practice managing house finances for her business classes.”


“I can do that,” she said confidently in Portuguese, which made Maria grin at him.  She loved the fact that Rika was just at the conversational level in the language, and she learned more and more every day.  By the time they started college, she would be solidly conversational, may very well may be right on the edge of being fluent.  And how fast she learned Portuguese was a testament to Rika’s intelligence.


Anna was certainly helping with that.  They chatted with her over Skype a few times a week, and she always spoke Portuguese to Rika when they talked, making her use the language.  After all, she’d been helping her learn the language too, and she meant to finish what she started.


“We’re gonna have to start using Spanish when we talk bad about her, brother,” Maria grinned, then she laughed when Rika smacked her lightly on the butt.


“She’s certainly good enough with both Portuguese and English to sniff us out now,” he agreed with a sly smile over at her.


“To…what?” Rika asked.


“It’s a secret,” he teased, then he wheezed when she drove the palm of her hand into his stomach.  That made Maria laugh.


“You are so evil, sister, laughing at my pain,” he accused.



“You deserved it,” she retorted with a grin.


“He always deserves it,” Rika corrected, which made Maria laugh harder.  “Now what sniff out does mean?”


“It’s a bit of slang,” Kato answered, then explained it to her.  “And it’s what does it mean, not what it does mean.  Verbs used the way does is used in a sentence like that come before the predicate in Portuguese.  Same as in English, Rika,” he finished in Japanese. 

“Only reason I can remember,” she said.  “Japanese makes way more sense.”

“The Portuguese disagree with you,” Kato said lightly.  “And so do the Brazilians.”


“Well, they’re stupid,” she challenged, then she gasped when Kato swatted her on the backside.


“Careful, short stack, you’re talking to two Brazilians,” he warned playfully.


“Okay, I apologize, Maria.  The mutt just proves that my statement was half right,” she retorted, then she dashed out of the kitchen.  Maria laughed when Kato chased her into the living room.


After suitably punishing his petite girlfriend with merciless tickling, they returned to the serious business of cooking.  They hung out with Maria after eating, and after she went to bed, he and Rika settled in to do some studying.  As they got their notebooks out, she looked over at him.  “You think it’s a good idea?  Me majoring in business?”


“I think you should do what makes you happiest, Rika,” he replied.  “We’ll be here to support you no matter what you decide to do.”

“Well, I might be good at business, but I’m not sure I want to follow in my dad’s footsteps.  I might turn out like him,” she said quietly.


“I doubt that.  But if it bothers you, don’t go into business,” he told her. “Personally, I think you should go into acting.”


“Acting?” she challenged.


“Sure.  That way you can do those cheesy softcore pornos they show after midnight to get started, and I’ll have video evidence of your seedy, immoral past to hold over your head for the rest of our lives.”


She gave him a look, then burst into helpless laughter.  “Just for that, no more taking baths with you,” she threatened with a smile.

“Hey now, I happen to like you seedy and immoral,” he said, leaning down.  She didn’t back off, allowing him to kiss her.  “Mmm, see?  This is why seedy and immoral is good.”


She laughed against his lips.  “Move your hand,” she ordered.


“Why?”


“Because your cast is scratching my thigh,” she replied.


“I think we’re going to celebrate me getting it off next week,” he murmured, kissing her again.


“Oh, we are,” she agreed.  “You get to wash my back,” she told him.


“I’d rather wash your front.”


“Bad dog,” she chided, sliding her hand around the back of his neck.


“You like me bad,” he challenged.


“Can’t argue with that,” she purred, then she let him kiss her again.


At least it did prove that Kato tanned.


When he and Rika walked onto campus on a cloudy, muggy, very unpleasant Monday morning, he came in without the cast.  It had been removed the day before, which had been a tremendous relief to him.  It had been itchy and almost unbearably hot, especially since their small apartment’s air conditioner couldn’t cool the entire place during the peak of Kagoshima’s summer heat.  His bedroom was considerably warmer than the other rooms in the house, being the furthest from the air conditioner unit, which made sleeping with the cast distinctly unpleasant.

Like most working class apartments in Japan, their apartment didn’t have central air.  It had a wall unit, a single unit for the whole apartment, and the unit just wasn’t powerful enough to cool the entire apartment when it was 35 degrees outside with 90% humidity, which was a typical late summer day in Kagoshima.  But at least it managed to scrub most of the humidity out of the apartment.


Kato honestly felt liberated.  The cast had been super annoying both in its discomfort and his need to take special precautions to keep from messing it up, and it had left its mark on him by making the skin that had been under the cast lighter than the rest of him.  He’d need to do some exercise to get some of the strength back in his arm, since he hadn’t been allowed to exercise while wearing the cast, mainly to prevent him from sweating too much underneath the plaster.  So, not only did his right arm not match his left arm in skin tone, he felt distinctly weakened from nearly two months without working out, and not a little fat.  Luckily for him, the doctor didn’t put him on any restrictions, so he could start working out tonight.

And he’d gotten his revenge on Rika.  Last night, when she took a bath with him, he got to wash all of her sensual little body.  It very nearly caused them to break their self-imposed abstinence.  If it hadn’t been for Maria knocking on the door, they may have gone all the way right there in the tub.  His sister snapped them back to reality, and he was honestly grateful that she did.


It was the closest they’d come yet to succumbing to their mutual desire.  They’d have plenty of time for that after they got into college, when it would no longer potentially complicate their future plans.  Until then, Kato felt it may be a good idea to not be quite so grabby with Rika, if only to prevent another possible escalation.  But no way was he not making out with her. 

 There were some things he was not going to sacrifice.

Everyone knew he was getting his cast off, but he didn’t expect them presenting him with a congratulations cupcake when they came into the classroom, complete with a little candle.  He was more or less forced to take off his blazer and show them his newly emancipated arm, having to roll his up his sleeve to do so, and a few of the girls playfully signed his bare skin with markers before the teacher came in to get them started.


They took their seats, and Kato had just about gotten used to Rika sitting beside him.  She liked to annoy Kikiru by talking to him in Portuguese, pulling the same trick on her he’d pulled on Rika, speaking in a language she couldn’t understand.  Today was a pretty important day, because they were all scheduled to have a conference with the guidance counselor, their first major meeting to discuss what colleges they wanted to enter and what majors they were going to pursue.  Rika hadn’t chosen a major yet, so her meeting would be about her options.  Kato would be talking with the counselor to start organizing his strategy for getting into the college of his choice, and also to discuss possible scholarship opportunities for the colleges he had on his list.  For him, that was one college, so hopefully the counselor would have a lot of good information for him.  Kato was determined to get into Kagoshima University and get his own full ride scholarship, and then he and Anna would be pursuing their education majors together.  That meant they may be in some of the same classes…especially if they went out of their way to set up their schedules so they did.

Rika was jealous over Kikiru, but luckily she was in no way jealous over Anna.  She knew that Anna was his friend, and he had absolutely no romantic interest in her, nor she in him.


Onnajiki had four counselors, and it was going to take them all day to meet with every member of the senior class.  But for them, they got in immediately, because they were class 3-1.  Kato was in the first group of four to be sent to the office for his meeting, with the first group being three of the six senior members of the student council and Kato being the lucky fourth, as he had the highest grades of those remaining.  His meeting was brief but very productive, because the counselor had all kinds of information for him about Kagoshima University, including telling him about ten different full ride scholarships for which he could apply.  Nine of them were offered only to education majors, and three of those nine were exclusive to him because he was a native English speaker that intended to teach English as his subject.  And one of them was the exact same scholarship that Anna had accepted, the program had slots for ten students, and Anna was one of them.  When Kato confirmed Kagoshima University was his first choice, the counselor offered to help him submit his application for entry and start the application process for the scholarships.  And Kato wasn’t dumb enough to decline that offer.

But he wasn’t applying only to Kagoshima University.  That was dangerous, since if he failed to get in, he’d have no active applications at any other college, and he had to be in college in order to secure Maria’s scholarship with Onnajiki.  That was the deal.  He wisely arranged it with the counselor to apply to three universities in Kagoshima that had an education program, with Kagoshima University being his first choice.  However, the counselor was very confident that so long as he scored well enough on the college entry exams, he’d have little trouble getting into Kagoshima University.

He got back to the class in the middle of second period, where he found Rika was in her own meeting.  Kikiru had already come back, and they chatted about their choices at the next break.


Kato was not surprised that Kagoshima University was also her first choice, but she was going into business management, not education.  That was no surprise, since her parents wanted her to enter the family business after she graduated, so she needed a thorough education in business to do it.


Rika returned while they were in gym, which was open swimming at the outdoor pool.  She didn’t bother changing into a suit for the fifteen minutes they had left of gym, coming to the pool and sitting on a bench in her school uniform.  He joined her, sitting beside her dripping wet after climbing out of the pool.  “How did it go?”


“I chose a major,” she declared.


“Oh?  And what did you pick?’


“Well, I’ve always been really good with computers, so I’ve decided to go into computer science,” she replied.  “It helps that there are several really good scholarships for the computer science program, so I have a really good shot at getting a full free ride scholarship.”

“Truth,” he agreed.  Rika was the one that did all the computer stuff at home, from the desktop to the gaming consoles.  She even knew a little bit about programming.  “Programming or networking?”


“I have to take both to graduate,” she told him.  “It’s not either or.”

“Oh.  Shows you how much I know about computers,” he shrugged, which made her chuckle.


“I don’t see how someone can live in this modern age and know as little about computers as you do,” she teased.


“Computers cost money,” he replied simply.  “Smart phones cost money.  The most I’ve ever had is a tablet, and those are fairly simple to use.  Setting up the cable modem is about the limit of my technical skills, and that’s only because it has a step by step how-to guide.”


“Well, can’t argue with that,” she acceded.


“I think you’ll do just fine, Chihaya,” he told her, leaning on his hand.  “I told you, you’re smart enough to do well no matter what you decide to study.  And this way I’ll always have you around to print things for me.”


She laughed.  “I’m gonna charge you for my services once I graduate,” she grinned.


“Long as it’s not money you’re charging,” he said trillingly, which made her frown a little at him.


“Not at school, mutt,” she warned, glancing at the pool, where no doubt a few girls were watching them.


He had to laugh.


Once they had their majors chosen and their schools selected, their final term really shifted into overdrive.


And that was studying, studying, studying.  They studied almost every waking moment that they weren’t absolutely required to do something else.  They studied at the breakfast table before leaving for school.  They studied on the train.  They studied in homeroom before class, and during every break.  They studied on the train home, and studied every single second they weren’t eating or bathing while there.  They were studying for their finals, but those finals were based on the content of the college entrance exams, so studying for finals was the same as studying for the exams.


And they weren’t the only ones.  Everyone in the senior class was consumed by the need to study, turning the entire first floor was almost eerily quiet through the fall term, and seniors were walking into walls and bumping into people because they were reading and studying even while they were walking around the campus.


Because they were so fixated on studying, it made the time seem to just fly by.  That was because there were almost no alterations of their routine of constant study, and that made the days and even the weeks blur together.  It seemed like Kato blinked his eyes, and it was suddenly November, and final exams were just a week away.  The only real alteration to their routine was that the Cano apartment again became the hub of a study group made up of their friends, with all nine of them crowded around the table every night with Maria and Hashimori keeping them well fed, the nine of them almost unnaturally quiet as they studied.  Any conversation was about the material, and they only talked long enough to answer questions or explain something before falling silent once again.


Because Kato and Maria were native speakers, they helped the others with their English final, which was half written and half oral examination, where they had to engage in a spoken conversation with the English teacher.  They were the perfect practice partners, correcting any mistakes they made and even helping them shed some of their heavy Japanese accents, teaching them how to make the sounds in English that didn’t exist in Japanese.  Akiyo and Hanako were very good at math, so the two of them were the de fact math tutors in the group.  Seri and Taro were very adept at literature, so they were answering most of the questions about Japanese literature.  Kiami was a bit of a history nut, so she was their go-to for world history.  None of them were particularly adept at science, so they worked through their chemistry material by consensus.

Because Kato was a native speaker, he didn’t have to take English.  It was a required course for everyone else, and he spent the time in English class helping the teacher by acting as a conversation partner for his classmates.


The time in the apartment donated to them by the Shikikomis had been good for them.  They’d put some money in the bank over the three months they’d lived there, and they’d be ready to move come January.  The apartment was nice, but it wasn’t in a good location for their future needs.  It was in a bad spot if they attended Kagoshima University, and it also wasn’t all that convenient for Maria to go to Onnajiki.  They had to change trains to get to Onnajiki, and would have even longer to travel to get to Kagoshima University, which was on the other side of the city from the apartment.


Where they were going to live was currently a point of contention within the house.  Kato wanted to live as close to Onnajiki as possible, so Maria had the easiest time of it, but Maria wanted to live closer to downtown, preferably in an apartment within walking distance to a train station that was a straight shot to both Onnajiki and Kagoshima University.  The problem with that was that those apartments were fairly pricy, as the closer to downtown one lived, the more expensive the rent.  It wasn’t that bad of a commute from Onnajiki to Kagoshima University, they’d only have to change trains once, so he didn’t see a problem with living near the school.  But Maria had her hackles up over it, so it was going to be an argument til one of them gave in.

But there was one option that Rika had been quietly looking into, something that Kato had never considered; buying a house.  That was something that Kato literally could not do, because he was forbidden by law from owning residential property.  Only Japanese citizens were allowed to own houses in Japan, due to the fact that real estate was a precious commodity in Japan and the government ensured that outsiders couldn’t come in and buy up all the available property, squeezing out the native Japanese.  Kato could legally own a business and live in an apartment attached to that business, could even buy a house and live in it so long as the house was the headquarters of a company that was operated from the home (a loophole many residents used), but he was not allowed to own a house, a dwelling whose sole purpose was inhabitation, nor was he allowed to own investment property, like apartment buildings or rental houses.  If he owned property as part of his business, nobody could live on that property except for himself.  But Rika was a Japanese citizen, so she could buy a house.  And there were ways to buy a house that made the mortgage roughly the same as the rent on an apartment, if one was willing to buy a really run-down property in a remote area and invest a lot of yen in renovating it.


Kato had those skills, at least on a basic level.  His father had taught him a lot about home repair before he died, and he’d learned even more working in the cannery at Ikazumi.  He’d learned to weld while he was there, and had also learned the basics of carpentry and mechanical repair, which he could apply to home repair.  Kato didn’t have the skills of a contractor, but he knew how to replace a rotted beam or hang drywall or fix a leaky faucet or replace roof tiles.  He could even do basic electrical wiring.


It was a very expensive option, and would certainly be something they’d be serious about after they graduated from college and were married.  Rika wasn’t discounting the option that they either rent or buy a house now, so she was keeping an eye on the real estate listings while Kato and Maria scoured apartment listings.

It wasn’t just them in the apartment when they woke up to go to school.  Kato came out of his bedroom and saw three futons on the living room floor, occupied by Kikiru, Hanako, and Seri.  They’d stayed all night to study rather than go home.  Taro and Akiya had been here as well, but they lived a short train ride from his apartment, so they went home very late last night.  Kato picked his way across the living room to reach the kitchen, and he heard one of the girls grunt sleepily when he turned on the light so he could start cooking breakfast.  Rika and Maria came out of their bedroom a few minutes later, and Rika headed for the bathroom while Maria joined him in the kitchen and started helping him.  “Is it morning already?” Kikiru asked blearily, sitting up.

“Afraid so, sunshine,” Kato said lightly.  “We’re having omelets, rice, and miso soup for breakfast.”

“Okay,” she yawned.  “Hashimori here yet?”


“Didn’t know she was coming.”


“She’s coming to cook for us.  I’ll find out where she is.”  She reached over and picked up her phone, and started tapping on it.  Not five seconds later, the doorbell rang, which made Kikiru laugh.  “And there she is,” she said.


Maria answered the door, and Hashimori quickly ejected him from the kitchen to take his place.  The other girls got up, and Kato decided to retire to his room to get ready for school, and let them get dressed and potentially run around the living room in their underwear without having him there to embarrass them.  He lingered in there until Maria called him to the table, and he joined the girls, now dressed in their uniforms and ready to eat.  “This weekend is gonna suck so much,” Seri groaned with a yawn as a bowl of rice with a raw egg atop it was set in front of her.  That was a common and popular breakfast dish.  She picked up her chopsticks and popped the yolk, then stirred it into the rice.  “But I feel like I’ll be ready for finals.”


“We’ve certainly worked our butts off to be ready for them,” Kikiru agreed, accepting a plate holding a sliced up egg omelet from Maria.  “Are Taro and Akiya going to sleep over here this weekend?”


“No, they don’t wanna crowd the living room,” Maria answered.  “But they’ll be here to study.”

“I’ve got the pantry stocked for an all weekened study marathon,” Maria told them with a smile.


“It’s so strange to think that we only have a week left,” Hanako said.  “To think, this time next week, we’ll be officially done with classes.”


“And then we move to cram school,” Kikiru said sourly.  “I hope it’s not as bad as summer cram school was.”


“Given the urgency, it’ll probably be worse,” Kato grunted.  “They’ll want to teach as much as they can in the time we have left.  I’m gonna take my laptop and have it record the audio while I take pictures of the whiteboard.”


“Are you going to do notes again, Hanako?” Seri asked.  “You did so awesome last time.”


“I don’t mind, organizing the notes helps me memorize them,” she answered.


“Awesome,” Seri smiled at her.


Rika came out of her room and sat down beside him, picking up her chopsticks.  “You’re a bit late,” Kato said.

“I had to wait in line in the bathroom,” she accused.


“You were the first one in there,” Hanako protested.


“And you left.  You don’t get to just come back and push us out of the way,” Seri added.


“It’s my bathroom!” she nearly shouted, which made them laugh.


“Is she always this surly in the morning?” Seri asked impishly, looking at Maria.


“More or less, yeah,” she replied.  Rika made a rude gesture, which made the girls laugh.


“It’s part of her charm,” Kato said mildly.

They got out of the apartment right on time, and settled in at school in plenty of time before class started to get in a little studying.  This was the last school day before finals, so they would be reviewing for the tests that would start on Monday.  And it was almost like cram school in that their first period teacher came in and got right to business, and the review lecture didn’t stop until the bell rang.  It was the same for every period up until lunch, which was spent in almost complete quiet.  Usually the class chatted with each other while eating, but not today.  Today, everyone was sitting at their own desk, their noses buried in books as they nibbled at their box lunches.  Not even Rika and Kikiru were talking to him, they were both completely involved with their study materials.


It was like that right up until the day ended, their last day of regular instruction.  Next week, they would begin their finals, taking one or two tests a day every day, and spend the time not actively testing studying for the next test.  Friday, they would take their final test in the afternoon, having the opportunity to study through the morning to prepare for it.  When class was over, most of the senior class headed for the library to avail themselves of the school’s study resources, but Kato, Rika, and their friends filed out with the juniors and freshmen, heading for the train station.  They were going to his apartment, and they’d mostly be there all weekend.  The girls were going to sleep over at the apartment as they had last night, with only Akiya and Taro leaving to sleep at home.

And that weekend seemed to just blur by.  It seemed that barely a minute after they got home on Friday afternoon, it was Monday morning and they were preparing to go to school.  They had English and calculus finals today, considered by many to be the hardest of them, but Kato would only have calculus due to the fact that he was fluent in English and thus wasn’t required to take it as a subject.  He was helping the girls get into the mindest by speaking English to them since they woke up, making them think in the language, helping them prepare for the oral segment of the English exam, where they had to have a short conversation with the teacher in English.

When they arrived at school, the girls all started getting ready.  They’d be taking their English final right after homeroom, and Kato would be in the library while they did so.  The rest of the morning would be free study, and the calculus exam would be right after lunch.  They’d be free to go home after they finished the exam, but most students would go to the library to study for tomorrow’s tests.  After homeroom, Kato left the classroom and went to library, where he was the only person there, and that gave him the peace and quiet to get in some good last minute cramming for the calculus test.  He stayed in the library until lunch, and then got to listen to his classmates either ponder or lament over their performance, particularly over the oral segment of the exam.  Writing English sentences on paper was one thing, it gave the student time to carefully consider what they were writing, but having to sit in a small room and speak English to the instructor was quite another.


Kato got his turn after lunch.  The math teacher came in, and then he was thrust into the world of derivatives and calculating angles.  He worked his way steadily through the test, leaving five unanswered to come back to them, and then carefully worked his way through those five particularly challenging problems.  The good thing about finals was that there was no time limit except for the end of school, and he was quite content to finish the test in a little under two hours, which was before about three quarters of the classroom.  Hanako was the first to finish, and no doubt she scored a perfect, given how good she was at math.

They’d agreed to meet in the library until everyone was done, then go back to the apartment.  He sat down beside Hanako, who had her world history book out and was studying for tomorrow’s first test.  “How do you think you did?” she asked in a hushed tone.


“Passed for sure, but five problems really had me going,” he answered.


“Number sixteen was a real pain,” she complained.


“Yeah, that was the hardest one for me too,” he agreed.  “Calculating three dimensional volumes isn’t exactly my strong suit, and having to do it for an irregular object was a freakin’ pain in the ass.  I wasn’t sure how to divide it up to calculate the volumes of the sections.”


“Cylinder, cone, cube, pyramid,” she said.


He blew out a sigh of relief.  “Thank god,” he exclaimed.


She flashed him a quick smile.


The others trickled in over the next two hours, until the last one, Seri, almost staggered into the library, looking almost haunted.  Math was Seri’s weakest subject.  When she appeared, they all started packing their things, and then they filed out of the building in a quiet group.  They discussed the test on the ride back to the apartment, but once they were there, the two tests they took today were forgotten and the two tests they would take tomorrow were the only things on their minds.  Tomorrow it was world history and Japanese Literature, and they’d already planned out their study evening to study world history before dinner, then literature after dinner.  Hashimori arrived not long after they got there, and once Maria was out of school, she joined them and helped the maid with dinner.

It was very quiet in the apartment, each of them studying dates and events from their notes, but then they relaxed a little when dinner was served, talking about the tests they took and what they expected out of tomorrow.  Once dinner was done, they discussed the literature that would be on the test, which was the better way to study for a test where their analysis of a story’s plot and characters was more important than quiet studying.  There would be facts and figures questions on the tests, grilling them on their knowledge of Japanese literature, but much of the test would be about the stories they’d read for class and their interpretation of them.  It was the only test for finals that had essay questions.

They were all up well past midnight, and up at dawn for the next day’s tests.  Hashimori arrived before even Kato was awake, and breakfast was nearly done by the time he was dressed and out of his room.  That morning they had both Akiya and Taro, both of which staying after the trains stopped running and ended up sleeping on futons that Kikiru had brought for them, just in case.  They headed to school after breakfast, leaving earlier than usual, and then studied in homeroom right up until the moment that their world history teacher entered the classroom.


The test was much easier than Kato expected.  He worked through it fairly quickly, and would have been the first one out had he not been very methodical about doublechecking his answers.  He went to the library and started studying for the literature test, as his friends filed in one after another as they finished the test, with Rika being the first one out and Taro the last.


After lunch, those fortunes reversed.  Kato was a bit surprised by the test, it was much harder than he expected, and he took nearly two hours to complete it.  He got hung up on the two essay questions, rewriting his essay completely for the second question, and he ended up being the second to last student out of the room, with only Acharuki still there when he handed in his test papers and then trudged heavily out of the room, feeling honestly drained.  He’d expected to do a lot better than that, Japanese Literature was one of his better subjects, and now it was starting to worry him over tomorrow’s two tests, chemistry and civics.


He was so looking forward to Thursday and Friday, because they’d have only one test on each day.  Thursday it was geography, and Friday, their last test and their last official day of classes, was Modern Japanese.  Kato was fairly strong in geography, if only because he found the subject interesting, and he was supremely confident in Modern Japanese.  He had a stronger grasp on Japanese than most people his age, because he learned at an early age that he had to be able to speak Japanese better than the Japanese because of their racial bias.  Most Japanese didn’t believe that non-Japanese could speak their language as well as they could, and they would pounce on the tiniest mistake and use it to completely discount his intelligence.  So, Kato and Maria had learned to speak Japanese with the skill of a college student by the time each of them was in middle school, and each of them sounded completely native.  That was also important, because having an accent was taken as being dumb, or uneducated.  Kato spoke all four of the languages in which he was fluent with native skill, qualified as a native speaker, having no accent at all…which was actually a testament to his own intelligence.  That was not easy.

That was the difference between being fluent and being considered a native speaker.  A person could be fluent, but have an accent based on their native language.  To be considered a native speaker, they had to speak with no external accent, they had to sound like a native.  Kato spoke Japanese like a native of Hokkaido, which was where he grew up.  He was also considered a native speaker in the other languages he learned from his parents, a trait somewhat common in children who were raised in a multilingual environment.

So, he just had to get through today, and then the rest of his tests would be easy mode.

The chemistry test that started the next day was a bit of a refreshing surprise.  Most of what Kato focused on studying was on the test, which made him feel very confident after he handed it in.  That put him in a good mood as he and his friends studied in the library for the next test, Civics and Government, a subject in which Kato had always done rather well   That test also went better than expected, with Kato feeling very confident about every answer he gave, and he was the first student out.


And with that, he’d survived the “two a day” segment of the week.  There were only two tests left, and it was one test a day, given in the morning.  Tomorrow, they were free to leave as soon as they finished the test, but on Friday, they had to remain on campus so they could receive information about what happened next, which would be given after lunch.  That would most likely be about cram school and what services the school offered while they were preparing for college entrance exams.


He wasn’t the only one that almost seemed celebratory as his friends came out, one by one, with Kikiru being the next one to join him outside at the courtyard, sitting on the low wall that surrounded the raised dirt garden area that surrounded the statue.  Everyone that came out said that the test was easier that they expected.  But that didn’t distract them from the fact that they had two more tests, and they went right back to studying when they returned to the apartment, preparing for the geography test by grilling each other on locations and studying population densities and topographical features.

The fact that geography was one of Kato’s best subjects made the next day nearly seem easy.  He breezed through the test and waited for the others, then they all went out to eat at a café rather than return to the apartment, taking a very short break from the routine.  But then they were right back to studying, sitting around the table in his apartment and preparing for their last test.


Their last test.  On their last day of organized classes.  It was truly the end of an era, but he was too busy preparing for the test to think too much about the importance of it.


He had time enough for that the next day.  They were up early, at the school early, and that gave them time for last minute review before their Modern Japanese teacher entered the classroom.  They started on the test, which was similar to Japanese Literature, but focused more on the language itself than the stories and characters, and its particular focus was on being able to read kanji.  It was in the senior year of Japanese that they took the final kanji test to ensure that they could read the 1,500 kanji that were considered required for being fully literate in written Japanese, so that was a part of the test, them being tested on the meaning of random kanji from that list.


Kato had time to ponder this day after the test was over.  He handed it in and went outside, sitting on the wall in the courtyard, leaning back on his hands and allowing himself to take it in.  That was it.  He was officially done with high school.  They had just one more classroom session, and that was the school explaining what was going to happen for the next two months, as they shifted from schoolwork to test preparation.  They would shift from active students to what the school called “pre-alumni,” still technically students but done with all academic requirements.  They could still do club activities, still had access to the campus for their test preparation needs, and the seniors on the student council still retained their positions and would do so until the end of term in late December, when the rest of the school did their finals, but they were done with classes.  From here out, they weren’t required to come to school every day, only required to come by appointment when they had to speak with a counselor or a faculty member.  They could come and go as they pleased to use the school’s resources and facilities, and they would be allowed to do so until they completed college entrance exams.  Only then would they be considered graduates, including having their graduation ceremony.


So, for all intents and purposes, Kato was done with high school.


The first one out after him was Rika.  She sat down beside him, and he put his arm around her.  “Hey now, we’re at school,” she protested with a smile.


“School’s over,” he replied.  “So let them all cry.”


She laughed and leaned her head against his shoulder.  “Okay, just for a little bit,” she acceded with a contented sigh.  “It’s over, mutt.  We’re done with school.  Now comes the exams.”

“We’ll be ready,” he said confidently.  “Did well?”


“I think so, it didn’t seem overly hard,” she answered.  “You were out pretty quick.  Even Kikiru was glaring a bit at you.”


“I’ve told you before. I know more about Japanese than most Japanese,” he told her.  “I told you when we started senior year that this would be a cakewalk class for me.  The test was no different.”


“Well, you proved it, mutt,” she chuckled.  “We taking the weekend off?’


“You know it.  After that, I just want two days where I don’t even look at a textbook,” he replied, then glanced back and saw Seri approaching.  “And a weekend where our house isn’t taken over by a bunch of freeloaders,” he said slyly.


“You’re the one that invited us, mutt!” Seri protested as she reached them, then she laughed and pulled out her phone.  Before either of them could react, she took a picture of Rika snuggled up under his arm.


“Don’t put that on the internet!” Rika ordered.  “The principal said we keep us hidden until after we get into college!”


“She did?  Oh, okay, I’ll delete it,” she said, but that made Rika sit back up straight and remove Kato’s arm from his shoulders.  “You two were out of there pretty quick.  Did okay?”


“I’m certain of it,” Kato said as Rika nodded.


They discussed the test as others joined them, until the entire class was out in the courtyard, talking and relaxing after their final test.  They were called back into the classroom by their homeroom teacher after about a half an hour after the last student finished, and she got them back into order.  She then went over the next two months, telling them about the cram school, when they were starting it, and what services and resources the school had available for them to study as they prepared for the exams.  They then ate lunch, and after lunch, they stayed in the classroom as they were called to the counselor’s office in groups of four to have a quick meeting about their future plans, and they were released to go home after that meeting was complete.

They waited in the courtyard until all of them were done, and they again went out, this time to a pretty fancy restaurant not far from the campus to celebrate their last day of formal classes.  They talked about the test, and all of them professed their desire to just rest for the next two days, because the winter cram school began on Monday and they knew what that was going to be like.

When they finally made it back home, Maria was already there—her finals were the week after next—and was almost elbows deep in a mixing bowl.  She knew that the group wasn’t coming back to the apartment, and that the rest of the weekend would be just them.  They were planning on coming over after cram school every day, so they could compare notes and allow Hanako to combine them into a master note file, but not this weekend.  And for one, Kato was glad for the privacy.  Having their friends over every day for nearly a month had made him appreciate being just with his family that much more.


“Remember, Mia, next week it’s your turn to study,” he told her.  “Your finals are coming up.”


“I’ll be ready, brother,” she assured him.  “Hashimori is going to be doing all the cooking the next couple of weeks.  I’ll be going to over to Sairu’s so we can study for our finals most every evening.”


“Just call if you’re staying overnight,” he said.  “That way we don’t worry.”


“Surely,” she confirmed.


“I thought we told you we were going out to eat,” Rika told her.


“This is gonna be a cake, not dinner,” she smiled.  “A congratulations cake for you guys, for getting through finals.”


“Oh!  Red velvet?”


“Naturally.  It’s both yours and big brother’s favorite. What else would it be?”


“I love you, Maria!” Rika declared, which made her laugh and grin in return.


“How do you think you did, brother?” she asked in Portuguese.


“I’m confident,” he replied.  “The only test I had any trouble with was Japanese literature, and I still think I did fairly well on it.  We’ll find out on Monday, when they post the scores.”


“You’re going back to school on Monday?”


He shook his head. “They’ll post them on the school website at noon Monday.  We’ll check them from cram school.”


“When’s the next time you have to go back to Onnajiki?”


“Next Saturday, I have an appointment with the counselor to go over some paperwork for a scholarship application,” he answered.


“Me too,” Rika said in Portuguese.


Kato gave her an impressed smile.  Her Portuguese was really coming along if she was able to follow what they were saying.


“Is that looking good?”


“No way to tell.  The counselor has helped me submit several applications, but I won’t hear anything back until February minimum.  All of them are waiting for my college entrance exam scores before deciding whether to forward my application to the next step.”


“Oh, okay,” Maria said, setting out a cake tin.


They enjoyed a nice quiet evening with the cake that Maria baked and no studying whatsoever.  Kato relaxed with a little guitar as the girls watched TV, then he laid on the floor beside Rika as she and Maria played a game on the console, doing his best to make Rika lose by distracting her at least until she nearly kneed him in the face.


When it got late, Kato and Rika rather deliberately retired to the bathroom together, finally getting the chance to share the bath without their friends out in the living room.  They managed to behave themselves, taking turns washing each other’s backs and then just relaxing in the tub, letting the hot water soothe muscles that were nearly achy from the tension of the last week.


Sometimes it amazed him how their relationship had evolved.  They’d hated each other when they first met, had even had something approaching a fistfight, but time had slowly brought them together.  He felt that it truly started to change on the day that Kato had come to Rika’s defense from those boys that had harassed her, the first time they fought side by side instead of against each other.  He’d seen her as something other than an arrogant bitch that day, and she must have seen him in a different light as well.  It was from that day that their relationship slowly changed, as they slowly started to come together, and when they moved in together, it really gave their relationship a chance to grow.  Them spending so much time together let them see the real person, not what they believed each other to be, and Kato had more and more come to like the real Rika he saw at home.

He was glad of it.  He was so glad of it. He wasn’t kidding when he told Kikiru that Rika was probably the only girl who he could love, because he knew who she really was, and he liked what he saw of her.  No other girl would be able to handle the drama and stresses of Kato’s life, no other girl was strong enough to stand up to him, since he could be a very intimidating person, even to his own family members.  She knew him, and she wasn’t afraid of him.  She had never been afraid of him, and that had always made him respect her.  But now, it made him love her.


It was more than that.  From the first day they met, on the opposite landings of that stairway, Rika had been the only girl who had ever managed to get him to break his emotionless façade, had managed to goad him into responding, up until the day he started fighting back against her.  He would have ignored anyone else, everyone else, but not her.  Not Rika.  She wouldn’t allow him to ignore her.  He had never argued with anyone openly until he met her.  Always before, he stayed quiet, used his silence and his size as weapons to intimidate people into shutting up, but that had never worked on her.  She had harassed him, badgered him, goaded him into responding, and he realized she was the only one who had ever managed to do it. It was like she knew how to push his buttons from the day they met…like she knew him from the day they met.


Sitting in that tub, feeling her leg laying against his as they sat side by side in the tub, her elbows up on the edge of the tub and her head tilted back, he knew in his heart, in his soul, that Chihaya Rika was his soulmate.  Not just his girlfriend, or even his lover or future wife, but his soulmate.  This was the girl, the one girl on Earth that was his perfect match.  Whether they loved each other or hated each other, they were connected soul to soul by bonds that would always keep them together.  Chihaya Rika was his soulmate, his first love, and the love of his life, and there would never be another.


She opened her eyes and raised her head, and noted his expression.  “What?” she asked.


“Just thinking,” he replied.  “Question.”


“What?”


“If I proposed, would you say yes?”


“That’s a stupid question,” she chided.  “Of course I would.”

“Even though you know I’d never ask for a divorce?” he asked.  “You know that I never break my word, that I will keep my word no matter what it costs me.  When I declare before the priest that I will be with you til death do we part, you know that I’ll mean it.  That I would never leave you, even if we get to where we hate each other.  Does that bother you?”


“I wouldn’t marry you if I didn’t think you were committed to it,” she replied.  “Besides, we’ve already lived together when we hated each other, and that was one of the main reasons we fell in love.  I don’t think we’d hate each other for long,” she smiled.  “We’re just too compatible, Kato.  We’re a match.  A real match.  We’ll be together for the rest of our lives, whether we’re married or not, whether we love each other or we hate each other.  We will always be together, because we were meant to be together.  You know it, I know it.  And for one, I’m rather content with that idea,” she smiled.  “If anything, it guarantees that I never have to cook or clean again.”

She laughed when he splashed water at her, then gave him an impish smile.  “So, I guess we can consider ourselves officially unofficially engaged,” he declared.  “But don’t worry, you’ll get a proper engagement later, when we’re in a position where we can marry properly.  Probably after our first year of college, once we start getting an idea of how things will stand once we graduate.  By then, I’ll know if I’ll be returning to Onnajiki as a teacher, and we can plan accordingly.”


“Works for me, I know you’d never cheat me out of what you think I deserve, and I deserve a proper engagement,” she smiled.  “But I’m also more than happy to be unofficially engaged, too,” she winked.  “If anything, us agreeing to get engaged later while sitting naked in a bathtub is kinda us.”


He laughed.  “No doubt.  It would have jinxed the whole thing if we did it any other way,” he agreed.  “And you’re right about one thing.”

“What?”


“That we’ll always be together,” he told her.  “We’re soulmates, Rika.  The real deal.  Even when we hated each other, we both just had to be together, like we were drawn to each other.  We were put on this earth to be together.”


She sat up, then she climbed up and over his legs, sitting on them as she put her arms on his shoulders.  “You belong to me, Cano Kato,” she said in a calm but deadly serious voice.  “Now and forever.  You are my mutt, and I hold your leash.  And I will never let that leash go.  Ever.”


“Bark, bark,” he drawled, pulling her against him, then he gave her a deep kiss.
