
It all came down to this.

This was it.  The day.  The day.  This was the first day of the annual college entrance exams. He and Rika had spent almost every waking moment since finals preparing for this day, and it had been hard to sleep last night because so much was riding on it.

And there was a lot riding on it.  Just last week, Kagoshima University had formally accepted his application for admission, and his entrance interview had been scheduled, provisional on him scoring high enough on his entrance exams to meet their admission standards.  If he scored high enough, he got the interview and would take an entrance test specific to the education program for Kagoshima University.  If he passed both, he was in.


That was quite a few steps, but that was what it took to get into a university like Kagoshima University.  It was one of the more prestigious universities in Japan, so they were very picky about who they accepted.  And it made him almost violently jealous of Anna, who got in much more easily because she was American.  Foreign students had different entrance standards than Japanese students.


Rika had had similar success.  She too had had her application accepted, so now it was all down to their entrance exams as to whether or not she’d receive an appointment for the entrance interview.  But, if she passed that, she would not have to take an additional entrance test.  The entrance requirements for the computer science program were different from the education program.  All Rika needed was to pass the interview, and she was in.


He was a bit jealous over that too.

Onnajiki had been helping with the interviews.  Kato and Rika had done five mock interviews with the counselors and faculty over the last couple of months, as they helped them prepare for what the interview would be like, what they should and shouldn’t say, and how to best leave a good impression to maximize their chances of being accepted.


He got up and went out into the living room, and saw that both Rika and Maria were already up.  Maria was in the kitchen, preparing a hearty breakfast for them to bolster them for this important day, and Rika was sitting at the table, her notes in front of her as she studied while waiting to eat.  Rika was very nervous about these tests, mainly because she’d had more trouble than she expected in cram school.  But a lot of that was nerves, Kato believed, and he felt she’d be just fine once they got into the room and started taking the first test.


This would be an all day affair for two straight days.  They’d take a series of tests, each one lasting an hour on the average, and would take three tests on the first day and three tests on the second.  Those tests were in the subjects required for their intended major, so Kato and Rika wouldn’t be taking the same tests.  Kato would be required to take the A version of the Japanese Literature test, the Japanese A test, and the Japanese History A test, where Rika would take the B tests in all those subjects, due to different major requirements.  Rika would be required to take the Mathematics A test, where Kato would be required to take Mathematics B, and would be required to take an additional math test specific to computer science, where Kato would not.  But the rest of the tests they took would be the same, including English.  Both majors required them to take the English test…but that was no problem for either of them.  Rika’s English was solid now, she was firmly conversational.  And she’d be fluent by next year, since both Kato and Maria had been teaching her both English and Portuguese.

Kato wasn’t worried.  Rika was actually a very smart young lady, and she was going to do fine.  She’d proved it with their senior finals.  Rika had jumped up to #14 in the class rankings, which was a huge jump from her position at #37 in their junior year.  Kato had retained the #2 spot, the class salutarian, and Kikiru had again captured #1 to be the class valedictorian.  But it was close…damn close.  Kato only came in three points behind her in the composite score, which let her just squeak by with the top spot.


If anything, Rika had proved that she deserved to be in class 3-1 with her finals performance.


He leaned over and kissed Rika on the cheek, which she barely noticed, and leaned on the table.  “Are you ready, brother?” Maria asked in English, mainly to give Rika a final little bit of exposure to it before the tests this morning.


“I hope I am,” he answered in English.  “If anything, the English test is going to be a free ride for me, a good way to end the day.”

“Stop gloating,” Rika ordered in English.


He had to laugh.  “You’ll be gloating too, love,” he told her.  “You’re beyond ready for the English test.”


She spared him a quick smile, then went back to her notes.


“I’ll have breakfast ready in a bit.  Hashimori is coming over in a bit so we can start on dinner for you guys when you finish,” she reported.


 “Wonder if the girls and Taro are freaking out about now,” Rika mused.


“Most of them, no. Seri, probably.  Akiya, definitely,” Kato answered, which made her laugh and nod.


“I doubt Hanako’s even awake yet.  Sometimes I envy how calm she is all the time so much,” Rika said.  “And you too, for that matter.”


“I have to stay calm.  You’ve seen me when I’m not calm.  You really want that me running around?” he asked pointedly.


“Good point,” she noted evenly.


He was nowhere near as calm as he appeared as they left the apartment, and then rode the train downtown to the building where they were giving the tests.  They were just two of a large number of teens on the train, both recent graduates and ronin, young adults who had failed the entrance exams in the past and were taking them again to try to get into college.  The train car was dominated by almost terrified-looking young adults all going to the same place.


When they arrived, they ended up having to split up.  After they registered and the tests they were going to take were scheduled, they were sent to different rooms to take their first tests.  They were taking the same test, Geography A, which had a one hour time limit and was worth 100 points, but were assigned to different rooms.  After Geography, they would take Japanese Literature, Kato the A test and Rika the B test, which was the longest single test in the exams at two hours and was worth 200 points.  They had lunch after that test.  After lunch, they’d be together again (hopefully) for the English test, the last test of the day.  That had two sections, the written test and the listening test, each worth fifty points and lasting one hour, and after that was done, they were done for the day.  Tomorrow, they’d be taking the science and math sections of the test, which would put them in different test rooms most of the day.  They’d both be taking Chemistry A which lasted one hour and was worth 100 points, but after that, Rika would take Mathematics A while Kato had to take Biology A.  Both were one hour tests worth 100 points.  Once that was done, Kato would be taking Mathematics B and Rika would take Informatics A, again an hour long test worth 100 points.  Informatics was a math important for the computer science program, how Kato didn’t know, and what Rika had had to study the most in preparation for the exams.

Their tests began exactly at 8:00am, and Kato was silently relieved and gleeful as soon as he opened the booklet.  The winter cram school’s sample questions were right in front of him in that booklet!  They’d prepared him well for this test!  He started working through it, confident in his answers, and was honestly surprised when he turned to the last page in the test booklet.  He went through and checked all his answers carefully, and when he was satisfied that he answered every question correctly, he raised his hand, which caused a worker to come collect his booklet.  He then quietly left the room, going to a fairly large waiting area where a few others had already gathered, those like him who got lucky and got a first test of the day they were very confident about.  He only had to wait about ten minutes for Rika to come out, who sat beside him and took his hand.  “Do okay?” she asked in a hushed voice, speaking English to give her as much practice as possible before the tests that afternoon.

“Yes.  The cram school had their test nailed,” he replied.


“Yeah.  I was almost shocked when I opened the test booklet.  The first five questions were right out of the study guide they gave us.”


“I have a good feeling about the rest of the tests,” Kato said evenly.  “If the cram school got the geography test down like that, then maybe they got them all.  That means we studied exactly what we needed to study to do well.”


Kato’s optimism grew with the next test.  That was Japanese Literature, and the test was much easier than his finals, he felt…or perhaps it was because he was again very well prepared for it.  What made it hard was how long it was, which made him feel a little drained by the time he raised his hand and had his booklet collected.  They discussed that fact during lunch with their friends, going to a diner right beside the building and discussing the tests they’d taken so far, and the consensus among them was that the cram school had prepared them very well for the tests.  They practiced for the English test over lunch, Kato chattering at them in English at full speed, not going easy on them, preparing them for the listening section of the test.

That test was ridiculously easy for Kato, but he was required to take it.  He ripped through the written part in about twenty minutes, then lounged around in the waiting area for time to expire.  Rika acquitted herself by being one of the first of the others out, along with the rest of his friends; all of them were required to take English for their declared majors, as they were required to test in a foreign language and all of them had taken English. They then went back in for the listening portion, which Kato was able to similarly rip through in nearly record time because he had control of the audio player.  He didn’t have to wait around for others, he could listen, write the answer, and move right to the next question.  And again, Rika was one of the first Japanese test takers out of the room, joining him in the waiting room, and they didn’t have to wait long for the others to start filing out.  After all, they’d had two native English speakers to practice with in Kato and Maria—three if Anna was counted, since she spent a year with some of them—so they were all very, very good at English.


There wasn’t very much discussion about the tests, because they were only half done.  The group went back to Kato and Rika’s apartment, enjoyed a hearty meal prepared by Maria and Hashimori, and then they all went home to study for their own tests.  Kato and Rika did the same, sitting at the table and studying their own materials for tomorrow as Maria went out with Sairu to do some shopping and hanging out.  They were up well into the night, but then Maria more or less forced them to go to bed.


The second day of tests started out strong.  Kato was quite confident after yesterday’s tests, and their Chemistry test continued the trend.  Their cram school had prepared them very well for the test, almost to where Kato was starting to suspect that maybe the cram school got their hands on the test and had tailored their curriculum to it, so he was quite happy with his performance when his test was collected and he was excused from the room.  He had to wait nearly half an hour before taking his next test, Biology A, but this time he wasn’t the first person out.  No doubt there were several pre-med students in his group, and they blew through the test like it was nothing, as fast as Kato had blown through the English test yesterday.  But he still got through the test in a timely manner, and he felt very confident about his performance when he left.


Rika certainly didn’t look quite so confident when she came into the waiting room.  She’d taken the Mathematics A test, and she looked a bit wrung out.  “Hard?” he asked as she sat beside him.


“Yeah.  Even with the cram school prep, that was tough,” she admitted.  “I hope Informatics isn’t like that.”


“I’m sure you did fine, Rika, you’re really good at math,” he told her, patting the back of her hand.  “Nowhere near Hanako, but still pretty good.”


“Thanks,” she said darkly, elbowing him.  That made him chuckle and pat her knee fondly.

It was his own turn for math after the last test began.  Kato sat down for Mathematics B as Rika went to Informatics A, and he had to agree, that was a tough test.  The cram school did help, but that could only teach formulas and approaches to solving problems, requiring the student to solve the actual problem himself, do the actual calculations.  The B test included elements of trigonometry, calculus, and highly advanced algebra, so he could only wonder how brutal the A test had been for Rika.  The tests were supposed to be of equal difficulty, but the fact that some majors required the A test and some the B test meant that they were in fact not equal.

He used almost the entire sixty minutes to take the test, very carefully checking his work to make sure he got the right answers, and he found Rika still in her test when he went out to the waiting room.  All his other friends were there, only Rika was still out.  She came in just at the end of the time limit, but she looked very confident.  “Just took your time to check your answers?” he asked without preamble when she reached them.


“Yup,” she affirmed.  “That’s one of the most important tests for computer science, so I made damn sure I got the highest score possible.”


“Good girl,” he said approvingly as she sat down beside him.  He had none of that, he pulled her up into his lap, which she didn’t protest too much despite them being in public.  Kato gave her a gentle kiss, then looked into her eyes.  “We’re done,” he said.  “It’s over.  High school is now over.  All that’s left if the graduation ceremony next week.”


“I know.  I’m not sure how to feel,” she said.


“A little bewildered,” he replied, which made her nod.  “But there’s something much more important coming.”


“What?”


“Nagasaki,” he answered, sliding his finger up her back meaningfully.


She shivered a bit.  “I can’t wait.”


“Me either,” he grinned, then he switched to Portuguese so they had some privacy despite being in a public waiting room.  “We just have to hold out until tomorrow.”  They were leaving at 10:20 tomorrow morning, and were scheduled to arrive in Nagasaki in the early afternoon.  They already had their hotel room reserved.


“We got this far, I think we can hold out one more day,” she grinned, speaking fairly decent Portuguese.  “Despite a couple of close calls.”


“You have Maria to thank for still having your chastity,” he teased.  “If she hadn’t knocked on the door when she did, you’d have been despoiled right there and then.”


She laughed.  “I certainly wasn’t trying to stop you,” she winked.


“As I recall, you were the one on top,” he retorted, which made her gasp, slap him on the shoulder, then laugh again.


“I hold your leash, mutt, you do what I say,” she declared with a bright smile.


They waited for their friends to finish, but all Kato could think about was that he was done.  That was his official last act as a high school student.  He did have to start studying for Kagoshima University’s entrance exam for education majors, but he’d been told that if he did well on the entrance exams, he’d do well on that test.  He wouldn’t know the results until February, so until then, all he could do was study for the test he had to take and prepare for the entrance interview.


They were all done.  Now, the group of friends he’d made over the last two years was going to split up.  Kikiru and Hanako had applied to Todai, the University of Tokyo, and they were all but guaranteed entry/  Kikiru was guaranteed entry, her entrace exams were a mere formality.  But Kikiru being Kikiru, she threw herself into them out of pure pride.  She had to take them, but her score didn’t matter…but it mattered to her.  If she was going to take those tests, she was going to do the best she could possibly could..  Seri, Akiya, and Kiami had applied to the University of Kyoto, the second most elite college in Japan, mainly because that was the ancestral college that all of their family attended.  They too were all but guaranteed entry because they were graduates of Onnajiki.  The rest of their group, Kato, Rika, and Taro, had all applied to Kagoshima, which was itself considered one of the best universities in Japan.  Not in Japan’s “ivy league,” but still one of their best.  They would split into three groups, and that would start tomorrow.  Kikiru and Kiami were leaving Kagoshima tomorrow to return to their homes in Tokyo, and Hanako and Seri would be following suit later in the week.


It was truly an indication that high school was over, because the friends they’d made in high school would be leaving. They would split up, attend different colleges, but they would always stay in touch.


Always.


Once the others were all done with their tests, then they left the building and went to a local restaurant to celebrate the end of an era, their last real act as high school students.  They discussed the tests as they ate, lamented at the change coming in all their lives, then they scheduled their first meeting for afterward, arranging to go out to dinner together the evening after their graduation ceremony, for which all of them were going to return to Kagoshima.  Most of the others were leaving the city, but they’d be back next week for their official graduation ceremony.  It was tradition for them to spend the night of the ceremony with their families, often at graduation parties, so they were going to meet at one of their favorite restaurants in Kagoshima the evening of the ceremony, while they were all still in the city.  After that, eveyone would be going home until they started college.  And since only Taro and Akiya were from Kagoshima, it meant that half of their group of friends would be leaving for good.

But eventually, it was time to go.  Kato and Rika said their goodbyes until the graduation ceremony next week, then they took the train home.  Maria was out, hanging out with Sairu and her friends, which let Kato and Rika change into some comfy house clothes and all but collapse in front of the TV.  After all the studying, all the work, all the lost sleep, they both just crashed once they got home.  Kato even fell asleep, napping laying on his side as Rika leaned back against him, playing on the game console to try to relax and unwind, and he stayed asleep until Maria came in, nearly at sunset.  He yawned and stretched, trying not to disturb Rika, who had given up on the game while he was sleeping and curled up with him, and was now asleep.  “How did it go, brother?” she asked softly in Portuguese as she closed the door.

“It went well,” he replied.  “For both of us.  We think we scored high enough to get in.”


“That’s fantastic news,” she smiled as she hung her windbreaker on the peg beside the door.  “I’m also not surprised you two were asleep.”


“Yeah, after the last month, I feel like I was just let out of prison,” he said.


“I got a call from the school this morning,” Maria said.  “They said that the paperwork is all done.  On the first of the month, I’ll get the first stipend payment from your scholarship—well, mine now.  With you graduated, the scholarship is now mine, and my old scholarship will be available for someone else.  But the payments will still be going to you, because you’re my legal guardian.”


“Well, they didn’t waste any time.  Thank goodness,” he replied.  “We do sort of depend on that money for survival.  But, at least now I can get a part time job.  The exams are over, that means I can work again.”


“True, but I kinda like you not working,” she smiled, going into the kitchen and pouring herself a glass of juice.  “I loved spending so much time with you, brother.”


“Me too, but reality trumps wishes, sister.  It’s a lot more expensive to go to college, so I need to work.”


“Well, you’re going to be holding off a bit.”


“What do you mean?”


“You have to take a secondary test to get into Kagoshima University.  I told you no jobs until the tests were done, and that’s a test.  So you’re waiting until after you take that entry test, so you have plenty of time to study for it.”


“But—“


“But nothing.  No job,” she said firmly.  “Not until after you take that entry test.”


He sighed.  “Since when did you start running this house, little sister?”


“When you realized that I’m only making sense,” she replied seriously, but she was smiling slightly.  “Is Rika planning on working?”


He nodded.  “I think she’ll be fine once she gets used to it.  We just have to arrange it so we have the same work schedules, to maximize our together time.”  He put his arm over Rika, which made her murmur in her sleep and snuggle a little more against him.  “You have everything arranged for while we’re gone?”

“Yup.  Just gonna stay here in the apartment.  I think you trust me to stay by myself for three days.”


“You can handle it,” he affirmed.  “But I’m sure that Sairu’s gonna be over here for at least one night.”


“Both nights,” she laughed as she sat at the table, setting her glass on it.  “So are Iruka and Rijime.  If not for the fact that we have to go to school, and finals are coming up, it would be fun.  We’re planning on studying most of that time.”


“The stayover study groups worked for us,” he said.


“Yup, so we’re gonna do the same thing,” she nodded.  “I hope you two have fun in Nagasaki,” she said liltingly.


“Behave,” he said curtly, which made her giggle.  “I swear, sometimes I think exposing you to those worldly tarts in Onnajiki was the worst decision I ever made.”


“Careful, mutt, I’m one of those worldly tarts,” Rika murmured in his ear, speaking Japanese.


That made Maria burst into laughter, as Rika raised up to look down at him with sleepy amusement, leaning on her hand.

“Is Maria teaching you words you have no business knowing?” he asked accusingly, looking up at her.


“She teaches me what you won’t,” she replied shamelessly.  “Now that Maria’s home, let’s go to bed.  I want you well rested for tomorrow.”


That made Maria laugh even louder.


“How did I end up with girls like you ruining my life?” he lamented as he sat up.


“Good luck,” Maria grinned at him.


He shot her a look.  He wasn’t sure if she was answering his rhetorical question or casting even more innuendo over their plans for their trip.  He decided to simply ignore the statement entirely as he got up, then helped Rika to her feet.


Rika padded into his bedroom with him, and he saw that she’d made some changes while he was asleep.  Her clothes were now in his room, making it abundantly clear that she was moving in, and no doubt he’d be moving her dresser and vanity into the room when they came back from Nagasaki to make the move complete.  She’d been sleeping in his bed off and on over the last couple of months, so he didn’t think much of it as she came in behind him and started shrugging out of her clothes.  She changed into a thigh-length nightshirt as he put on his sleeping shorts.  He preferred sleeping with as few clothes as possible, and after tonight, he wouldn’t even be sleeping with the shorts. He wore them mainly so he wouldn’t be naked in bed with Rika, putting a couple of layers of cloth between them so he didn’t get any bright ideas.  Not that Rika had cared whenever he pawed her, but he’d wanted as little convenience as possible.


They climbed into bed, and she wasted no time snuggling up against him again.  He put his arm over her, then patted her very gently on the backside, confirming a sudden suspicion.  “Are you not wearing panties?” he accused.


“I’m dressed on the top, you’re dressed on the bottom,” she replied drowsily, throwing her arm over his chest and gripping his shoulder.  “Now shut up and go to sleep.”


“Yes ma’am,” he chuckled softly.


It was weird.  And exciting.  And terrifying.


He could tell that he wasn’t the only one that was somewhat anxious about what they were doing.  Rika was almost fidgety as they arrived at the cross country train station, where they would ride the high speed train to Nagasaki.  It was so weird because they knew exactly why they were going to Nagasaki, and no matter how much they’d been planning this trip, looking forward to it, the reality of it was hitting them in the face like a brick wall.  This wasn’t just a post-graduation trip to decompress after college entrance exams.  This was a trip they’d specifically planned for the express purpose of consummating their relationship.


Of course he’d be nervous.  Despite the fact that girls all but drooled all over him, he was, in fact, a virgin, and the only real experience he had with girls was with Rika.   The three times before they’d very nearly thrown caution to the wind and gone all the way had been moments of spontaneous opportunity, where this was decidedly calculated in its approach.  Tonight, they were getting into the same bed for a purpose that had nothing to do with sleeping, and he was both extremely eager and almost frightened of that idea.


There were concerns that were both completely rational and nearly neurotically silly.  A very rational worry for him was that Rika might end up pregnant, despite the fact that they had planned for this step in their relationship and Rika had started on birth control pills three months ago (and her getting that prescription had been far more challenging than she expected, because she was still a minor).  Another was that her parents might find out about it, and despite her father’s promise that they wouldn’t meddle, there was always the chance that her vengeful mother would talk him into breaking that promise.


A silly concern was over the…size difference.  Rika was a petite young lady, and he was considerably taller than average for a Japanese man (though not much taller than average for a Brazilian).  There was a 29 centimeter difference between their heights, and while he’d never really thought of it before, it made him a little worried that it might cause some problems.  He’d had this irrational feeling when he woke up this morning that he must be a pervert for lusting after someone roughly the same height as his little sister, just a whole lot more developed.

There were bound to be some…challenging mechanics involved when a man his size and a woman her size were making love. And since both of them were virgins, well, they had no idea what those might be or what complications may arise because of it.

But regardless of the challenges involved, they were committed to this idea, and there would be no regrets.  Even if Rika somehow ended up pregnant despite being on the pill, there would be no regrets.


They weren’t just going to rush to the hotel in Nagasaki and have at it, though they had no real plans for tomorrow.  They were going to do a little sightseeing after checking in at the hotel, go to dinner, then they would retire to their hotel room.  Nagasaki had a museum about the bombing, when the Americans dropped the atomic bomb on the city, and they were going to visit it.  They were also going to visit a couple of the temples in the city, and visit the Dejima, which was an old district where Portuguese traders were allowed to set up in the city.  The Portuguese were kicked out not long after, and the Dutch took their places.  There were a lot of period-accurate buildings there, both original and reconstructed, so they could see what it was like for the Dutch to live in Nagasaki.

Tomorrow, the only real plans they had were that they had to be on the train back to Kagoshima at 6:15 the next morning, so they couldn’t stay out too late. Outside of that, they really had no concrete plans.


Kato took Rika’s hand after sitting back down after stowing their suitcase, and she gave him an eager smile.  But her foot was bouncing up and down, betraying her nerves.  “Me too,” he said, putting his hand on her knee to quell her nervous tick.

She had to laugh.  “I sure wasn’t like this in the bathtub,” she said, speaking pretty decent Portuguese for maximum privacy.  They weren’t alone on the train, and there were several people near them in other seats.


“Me either.  I think it’s the cold-blooded nature of it,” he surmised.  “That was in the moment.  This is deliberately planning it.”


“Didn’t understand all that, but I think I got the idea,” she told him.


He chuckled.  “You’ll understand it all soon,” he promised, squeezing her hand.  “Once you’re fluent in Portuguese, we won’t let you speak Japanese anymore.  You’re joining our family, so you speak our language,” he declared haughtily.


She laughed.  “I’m gonna pull your leash, mutt,” she declared.


“I see she taught you that word.”


“I made her,” she said smugly.


They relaxed a little when the train started moving, chatting in Portuguese to give Rika more practice, discussing the exams, their itinerary in Nagasaki outside of the hotel, and their immediate future plans that revolved around their college entrance interview and having to wait nearly a month to find out what their scores were on the exams.  The train made two stops along the way to Nagasaki, very short stops to pick up more passengers, and arrived in the city right on time.  Their hotel was fairly far away from the main tourist areas of the city—they had much cheaper rooms—but on a city train line that they knew would be running very early in the morning on the day they were leaving.  So, they transferred from the high speed cross country train to the intercity train, and rode it halfway across the city to reach their hotel.  The hotel was fairly large but old, with western furniture, and the clerk gave them a hard look when they checked in, staring mainly at Kato.  Rika noticed it, and she didn’t let it slide.  “Is there a problem?” she asked dangerously, staring the young woman in the eyes.

“The room you’ve rented only has one bed,” she replied.


“It had better only have one bed,” she replied boldly.  “That’s what I asked for when I reserved the room.”


She gave Rika a surprised look, blushed furiously, then pushed the key cards at them.  The clerk must have assumed that he had rented the room, and tricked Rika into not getting her own room.


The room was small, with worn carpeting and old furniture, but clean and orderly.  It was on the top floor of the four story hotel, and the window had a surprisingly nice view of downtown Nagasaki.  Kato unpacked their suitcase to put their two changes of clothes in the drawer of the single small dresser, upon which rested a very old, small TV.  Rika sat on the bed, then blushed a tiny bit when she looked at him.  She blew out her breath.  “I can’t believe I’m getting a little nervous,” she admitted.


“Why?  I’m certainly nervous.  You forget, I’ve never done this either,” he reminded her.  “And I’ve heard that sometimes girls don’t enjoy it the first time.  I’m nervous that that’ll happen to you, and it’ll be my fault.”


She laughed.  “I don’t think I’m gonna be one of those girls,” she said.  “I may be nervous, but I’m not afraid.  I’m worried that I’m gonna do something dumb and ruin the mood,” she grinned.

“Me too.  So if it happens, I guess we can both just laugh about it.”


“And try again,” she said slyly.


“Certainly.  Practice makes perfect,” he said lightly.


They finished settling in, then they went out to enjoy the day.  They toured the large temple in Nagasaki, then they went to Peace Park and visited the museum there, then they went on a walking tour of the Dejima, checking out the old buildings that were furnished and decorated as they had been back in the 1600s.  That wasn’t a big deal when it came to Japanese buildings, but it was a chance to see what a Dutch house looked like back then.  After the walking tour, they went to a restaurant near the Dejima, then shopped for a couple of cheap souvenirs to give to their friends, and then they returned to the hotel.

He was both nervous and excited—both ways—when they were back in the room, and Rika deliberately took hold of his hand and pulled him with her as she backed towards the bed, her eyes all but smoldering as she looked up at him.  “I’ve been waiting for this for six months,” she said in a determined voice.  “I’m not waiting any longer.”


He suddenly wasn’t nervous anymore.


Well, he could say that his life would never be the same.


Not after that.


Despite them both having absolutely no experience, he was convinced that that was about as intense as it could get between a man and a woman.  Both of them had lost all inhibition and apprehension the minute they were out of their clothes, and they certainly had very little trouble figuring things out once they were in bed together.  He’d touched her before, had his hands in places no decent young man would ever touch a woman, but it was so different when there was no line that they were afraid to cross.  All of his concerns melted away at her touch, even the silly one where he worried that their considerable difference in heights might cause them some problems, and his entire world became her and only her.

And he had absolutely no doubt that Rika was in fact one of those girls who did enjoy it her first time.  That or she was the greatest actress in the history of mankind.

She certainly wasn’t timid.  She had been a little nervous at first, but not timid.  Nothing about Rika was timid, but not even them venturing into that bit of intimate territory was enough to make her apprehensive.  She had been bold, almost fearless, which actually made things a lot easier for him.  He would have probably gotten very nervous if he thought she was apprehensive, but her hungry enthusiasm knocked that out of him in a hurry.  She had been as eager as him, as hungry, proving that the myth that girls were demure even in bed was very much a myth…and a stupid one at that.


Kato learned last night that girls could, in fact, be just as horny and dirty as boys.  And in the case of Rika, probably even more so, because she was no dainty, proper little lady to start with.  She had ever been honest about exactly who she was and what she wanted, and last night, she had wanted him.

Even though they didn’t set any alarms, the sunshine streaming through the window and hitting him directly in the face woke him up.  He was laying on his back, Rika curled up against him, her arm thrown possessively over him, and the arm under her was curled around her back, his hand resting on her bare waist.  He turned his head away from the light, but it was too late.  It had stirred him completely awake, and his movement had roused Rika from her own slumber.  He heard her breathing change as she stirred, then she all but climbed up to lay on his chest and looked down at him, playing with his hair as she gave him a lazy, contented smile.  “Well, good morning,” she said in a soft voice.

“Morning.  Do you feel any different?”


She laughed.  “Oh yes,” she replied, tracing her finger on his cheek, ghosted it over his ear.  “I own you now, mutt.  I own you every way a woman can own her man.  Even without your leash, you know who owns you.”  She shimmied up to where she was nose to nose with him.  “I own you heart, mind, soul, and now body,” she declared, then she kissed him lightly on the tip of his nose.

“Listen to this,” he drawled, which made her giggle.  “That’s your profound declaration after last night?  I know who owns me?”


“That’s what’s most important to me,” she purred, then she kissed him on the nose again.  But then she rose up to look down at him, and her expression, her eyes became very serious.  “You are mine, Cano Kato, and I am yours.  Our two lives are now one,” she declared in a soft yet powerful voice.  “You are my family now, Kato.  You are my life.  You are my everything.  I love you.”

He looked up at her with soft eyes, then held her tightly as he kissed her.  That was all he needed to say in return.


It was certainly different, getting up and taking a shower and getting ready to go out and sightsee more.  He and Rika had taken the ultimate step in their relationship, and while that didn’t outwardly change anything, it certainly felt different between them…but different in a good way.  He felt even closer to her now, it really did feel like their lives had fully intertwined, had become two threads twisted together to form a single string, but it also didn’t change how they interacted very much at all.  He thought he wouldn’t be able to think about anything but “last night” standing beside her at the sink, brushing their teeth, but that wasn’t the case.  He certainly thought about it, but it didn’t completely dominate his every thought.

It had become a new phase in their relationship, but the relationship was still there.


They left the hotel and started their day, which turned out to be quite eventful, but not for the reasons that Kato would have expected.  They started off with breakfast at a diner, then toured several of the city’s districts, just walking and talking.  They then visited the city beach just outside the city, and while it was too chilly to swim, it wasn’t too chilly to just stroll up and down the beach, holding hands as they talked about anything that crossed their minds.  They then stopped at a small boardwalk and played carnival games for a couple of hours, which was almost mandatory.  Rika had a soft spot for old fashioned carnival games, the kinds of games that a western carnival and a Japanese festival might have, because they let her showcase her agility, hand-eye coordination, and even her strength.  Rika was small, but she was exceptionally strong, not just for a girl, but for a person period.  She didn’t look it, but her slender little body was highly supple and powerful, a byproduct of her martial arts training.  She was, by far, the strongest girl that Kato had ever seen.  After all, he’d been punched by her, so he knew just how hard that little lady could hit.

Kato could relate.  He was also much, much stronger than he looked because of his training.  Kato could launch his entire body weight half a meter into the air using only one arm when in a handstand, which wasn’t unusual for someone who was serious about practicing Capoeira.  Capoeira maestros were some of the most physically powerful martial artists in the world, due to the demands of the moves they used.  And given Kato’s height, which actually worked against him with some of the movements of Capoeira, he had to be disproportionately stronger than a shorter maestro to counter his height and weight.

The same reason that short gymnasts were better gymnasts applied to Capoeira.  Kato’s lanky frame required much more strength to move, flip, turn, and twist than a shorter maestro doing the same move.  Because he was so tall, he had to be monstrously strong to do what he could do in Capoeira.


After a lunch in a small diner near the boardwalk, they visited the natural history museum, which was said to be one of the best in Japan.  They spent nearly two hours there, and when they came out, they decided to go see a movie, which would be their final activity before returning to the hotel…so they could have some time to fool around before going to sleep, since they had to be up at four in the morning to get to the train station on time for their trip home.  But they got derailed on the way to the movie theater, because they stumbled across a bit of a crowd.  When they got closer, they saw that it was for a TV game show called Sasuke, which was like American Ninja Warrior.  It was a game show where people tried to complete a hellishly difficult obstacle course for cash and prizes.  They’d built a very simplified version of the Sasuke obstacle course in a small park, and they were allowing people to attempt the course as part of an open try-out for the game show.  The show aired once a year, and had 100 competitors.

Normally, Kato wouldn’t care about something like that, but they were offering a 5,000 yen prize for anyone that could beat the course’s timer, as well as becoming eligible to compete in next year’s Sasuke.  There was an entrance fee, but it was only 500 yen.  He’d pay 500 yen in order to win 5,000 any day of the week.   He looked over the course, and saw that it was fairly simple.  It had a high wall that had to be scaled, a series of three rope swings over water, a rolling cylinder that one had to cross with swinging bags that would try to knock one off, and then one had to climb a knotted rope to reach the top of a platform that held the buzzer that had to be pressed.  Competitors did the course in pairs, and there were separate prizes for men and for women.


Run that course in 35 seconds, for 5,000 yen?  Easily.  Not just easily, but he’d pay them 5,000 yen if he couldn’t do that in 35 seconds.

“We should do that, mutt,” Rika said, pointing.  “Five thousand yen prizes!  I bet we’d both have a shot at it!”


“We could eat at a really good restaurant when we get home tomorrow,” he mused.  “Sure, I’m up for it.”


So, they gave over on the movie and signed up for the event.  They signed up, paid their entry fees, and waited their turn—it was really popular, there was quite a line—and then Kato got his turn.  He took off his shoes, socks, and shirt and gave them to Rika, then took his place at the starting line opposite a young Japanese man that looked to be in good shape.  He’d showed up in a tee shirt and shorts, so he’d come prepared for this.  Unlike Kato, who was wearing a pair of trousers and nothing else.


The buzzer went off, and they both charged forward.  Kato was up and over the wall in barely two seconds, able to vault up and grab the top rather than use the rope, then he hauled himself up and over by main strength.  He dropped down, took three bounding steps, and then vaulted out over the water pool in a powerful jump.  He completely ignored the first rope, going past it, and grabbed the second one just above the knot in the rope, and then he curled his body up to keep his legs out of the water, using the momentum of his vault off the wall to swing him way out, completely ignoring the third rope.  He let go of the middle rope and did a tight reverse flip, conserving his forward momentum, his feet landing on the edge with his heels out over the water, then he used his momentum to surge forward to the next obstacle, the rotating cylinder.  His eyes tracked its rotation as he took four steps, accelerating with great speed, then he cheesed the obstacle by lunging at the edge, his hands coming down on the cylinder rather than trying to run over it.  Having two hands on it gave him much more stability, allowed him to adapt to its rotation, then he put his feet down on it and lunged forward again, going under the swinging weighted bags.  Those only came down to about the average person’s stomach, and him going low let him go completely underneath them.  He scampered across the cylinder on his hands and feet like a running dog, rolling forward once he reached the edge to let him get back to his feet faster rather than scampering across to the edge and rising up.  He dashed to the climbing rope, then leaped up as high as he could and grabbed it, then hand-walked up the rope without using his legs at all, again displaying raw physical power.  He climbed up the ten meters of rope and got onto the platform, then lunged forward and hit the buzzer.  He checked the timer board, and saw that he’d run the course in 20.52, beating the course timer by nearly 15 seconds.  The other guy running the course had just gotten past the rope swings.

That was a win.  He won the five thousand yen prize.  He thrust his arm into the air and looked down at Rika, who was applauding him with a big grin.


He waited to collect his prize as Rika got up onto the platform to try her hand at it, and he made sure to watch.  She had trouble with the wall, which wasn’t a surprise given she wasn’t very tall, which let the other girl get a lead on her.  But she caught up on the rope swings, navigating them with ease, and then passed her on the cylinder, using her small size to her advantage to get under the swinging bags, using Kato’s trick by running hunched over and getting completely under the swinging obstacles, having no trouble dealing with the rotating cylinder.  And she went right up the rope, using her deceptive strength to hand-walk up the rope just like he did.  She was up and on the platform before her opponent had cleared the cylinder, and she hit the buzzer, beating the course timer by six seconds.  That was also a win, meaning she also won the five thousand yen prize.

He wasn’t surprised at all.


So, after they filled out the claim forms, they walked out of there with 10,000 yen, as well as having their names added to the potential contestant list for next year’s Sasuke…like he cared about that.  He did it for the prize money, that was going let them go to a really nice restaurant tomorrow.

What they didn’t count on was that a TV station was there recording the event.  They headed back to the hotel after the competition—it took them nearly two hours of waiting to get their turns—and Rika took a bath while Kato went out and got some carry-out for dinner.  When he came back, he was surprised to see himself on the TV, Rika standing in front of it in a towel as she watched.  The cameraman had followed him through the course, and the caption below it was contestant breaks all-time record for Sasuke trial course.  The reporter made mention of that as the footage ran.  “The organizers report that this contestant is Cano Kato, an 18 year old high school student from Kagoshima.  He broke the all-time record for the Sasuke street festival trial course, running it in twenty and a half seconds.  Needless to say, he’ll most likely be offered one of the one thousand spots for the trials to get on next year’s show.”


“Yeah right,” Kato snorted.  “I’ll be too busy with college.”


“Dunno, mutt, the prize for winning the Sasuke is two million yen.  And you’d have a real shot at it.  You’re the strongest, most physically fit guy I’ve ever seen, and your training in Capoeira makes you super agile.  You could bull through most of the obstacles on Sasuke pretty easily.”


“Two million?”


She nodded.


“Damn.  That might be worth it, as long as it doesn’t disrupt my classes.  That’s a down payment on a house.”


She nodded.  “A house is the smart way to go.  It’d be better for us in the long run than an apartment, given we know where we’ll be living after college.”


“Yeah, Kagoshima, as close to Onnajiki as we can manage,” he nodded. “And since you’re a citizen, you can own residential property.”


“Yah, you’ll be riding on my coat tails, mutt,” she teased.


“I’ll take it.  At least it lets me ogle your butt,” he returned, which made her laugh.  She laughed harder when he reached down and pulled up her towel to expose it.

“Stop that,” she ordered.  “Let me dry off first, at least.”


“Taking that shower was pointless, given you’re gonna need another one in the morning,” he warned playfully.


“I wanna be nice and clean when you muss me,” she winked.


He got his chance after they ate, and after they had their fun, which was even better than the night before, they went to bed early.  They were up with the alarm, and got dressed and headed for the train station for their very early train back to Kagoshima.  The train was almost empty when they boarded, and only a few people got on before they started out, which gave them the train car almost entirely to themselves.  They played cards for most of the trip, using a deck that Rika won at the boardwalk in the ring toss game, and pulled into the station in Kagoshima just after ten.  Maria met them at the platform, giving both of them a hug.  “So, how was the trip?”


“Far too adult to discuss with you,” Kato replied, which made her laugh.


“We did hear about one part of it,” she grinned.  “You were on TV!”


“Oh, the Sasuke thing?  We did that for the five thousand yen prize money,” he replied.  “We both won it, walked out of there with ten thousand yen.  So we’re going to a nice restaurant tonight, Mia.”


“All that Capoeira training came in handy,” Maria laughed.


“Yeah, won us some restaurant money,” he replied.


As Kato suspected, once they got home, Rika made him help her move her vanity and dresser into his room, abandoning all pretenses.  His room was now their room, and Maria had the other bedroom to herself.  She even did it in front of Sairu, who was still at the apartment, making it clear to everyone that Kato and Rika were a couple.

That was the new reality.  Kato and Rika weren’t roommates any longer, or even friends.  They were lovers, they were a couple, and neither of them were going to hide it from their friends any longer.  And once Kato got into a college, he wouldn’t hide it from anyone.


The time between a student taking the college entrance exams and the time the results were released in mid-February were some of the most nerve-wracking weeks in a Japanese student’s life.

It was no different from Kato and Rika.  They moved forward with their plans as if they had passed the tests and scored high enough to get into Kagoshima University, but the simple fact of the matter was, they didn’t know if they had or not.  That left them in a state of anxious limbo, preparing for something that may not happen.  Those preparations continued unabated, with Kato going on three more mock interviews at Onnajiki, studying for the education program placement exam, a test he had to pass to get into his major and thus get into Kagoshima University, while Rika prepared for her entrance exam.  She wouldn’t have to take an entrance exam, so if she did well on her interview, most likely she was in.

Their interviews wouldn’t take place until early March, after they knew the results of the entrance exams, which further added to their anxiety.


But there were other things going on that took their attention.  The apartment in which they were living was not a permanent situation.  Akiya’s parents had arranged to let them stay there until after they finished exams, so they’d been looking for a new apartment.  Her parents had graciously given them until the end of March to find a new apartment, and offered to let them stay there if they so wished, when they’d have to start paying rent like any other tenant.  The apartment wasn’t in the best location for either them or Maria, so they were looking for a new apartment.  Maria wouldn’t let Kato work until after he passed the placement test, and Rika didn’t want to get a job until they knew where they were going to live, so she could find a job within walking distance of the new apartment, so they were still very tight on money.  Especially since Kato and Rika had went on their three day trip to Nagasaki, the ten thousand yen they won in the street festival didn’t cover what they spent for the trip.


In a tremendous bit of pure irony, they did indeed find a new apartment…right beside the building that had evicted them last year when the owner raised the rent of every boy that lived in the building beyond their ability to pay.  That building had family apartments in it where their original building was only student apartments, and they’d managed to secure the lease on a two bedroom apartment.  The rent was slightly higher than normal for a regular two bedroom apartment, because it was close to Onnajiki.  It was thanks to Onnajiki that they got the apartment, since the building was otherwise completely full.  His counselor told him about the vacancy when he came for one of his mock interviews, and he went down to the building afterward and managed to get the lease on the apartment.

So, for the fourth time in two years, Kato and Maria had to move.  But this time, they had help, and quite a bit of it.  All the furniture in their apartment was theirs, and that meant they had to hire a mover to move it; none of them had a driver’s license, so they couldn’t rent a self-moving truck.  The help came in the form of their friends still in Kagoshima, who showed up on a sunny Friday afternoon and helped them pack their things, then came to their new apartment the next day to help them unpack when the movers arrived and unloaded their things.  The new apartment was larger than their old one and much more modern, given it was in an upscale building, and its rent reflected that.  They’d be barely making it on the stipend until Kato and Rika got jobs, to the point where Kato was seriously considering violating Maria’s order and working on the side for some extra money.  The new apartment put them back within walking distance of Onnajiki, which let Maria return to walking to school, now with a couple of her friends who lived in the old building nextdoor where they used to live.

Kato was a bit surprised when Rika set out the traditional name in the placquard by the door, but she didn’t put her own name on it.  The only name on it was Cano, written in katakana.  Rika was all but abandoning the name Chihaya by not putting it on the placquard.


That told Kato everything he ever needed to know about Rika’s feelings.  She was as good as declaring that they were getting married.


The new apartment was nice.  It was big, it was upscale, and the rent included all utilities, including internet, which helped out the monthly budget.  The kitchen was very big and roomy, and much to Maria’s delight, it had a restaurant-style six burner stove in it, as well as a separate electric toasting oven in the island.  Both of them could do some serious cooking in that kitchen.  They had splurged in one respect, and that was that they bought a used couch and a western style TV stand.  They would still eat at a Japanese style table, but their time in the waterfront luxury apartment had gotten them hooked on Western couches, so they’d bought one.  They found a used L-shaped sectional that was still in pretty good shape for a reasonable price, and they sacrificed some of their savings for it and a new cheap entertainment center that put the TV at a more reasonable height for people sitting on a couch.  They repurposed the old TV stand as a coffee table, it was at nearly the perfect height for that, which fully fleshed out their new living room.  That was the only new furniture they bought for the apartment, and even with it in the apartment, they still had a lot of space, in every room.

Instead of selling the second full size bed, which Rika no longer used, they donated it to Onnajiki so they could put it in storage and give it to a student that might need it for their apartment.  They hadn’t paid for that bed, it had been given to them, and they didn’t want to sell it.  That was disrespecting the gift.  So they instead gave it to the school, so they might be able to pay the kindness forward for another student that may be in need.


Moving into that apartment did bring one very big change to Kato’s life.  During his next mock interview, the principal called him to her office.  She wasted little time getting to the point as soon as he sat down in the chair in front of her desk.  “How would you like to work for Onnajiki in an unofficial capacity, Cano?” she asked.


“In what way, Principal?”


“As a tutor.  A paid tutor,” she replied.  “You’ll tutor students in English, providing them with a native speaking practice partner.  You’ll work four hours a day, from one o’clock to five o’clock, for the winter term.  That will carry you through to the start of your first term at Kagoshima University in April, and you can use your tutoring position as additional padding when you have your entrance interview.  Colleges like to hear that their education program candidates are working as tutors, it proves that you’re serious about being a teacher.”

“I’ll have to discuss it with Maria,” he said honestly.  “She doesn’t want me to work until I take the placement test, so I have time to study for it.”


“This may cut into your study time, but it makes your application that much more impressive,” she told him.  “Plus, it helps you stay on course with our agreement.  Working here as a tutor gives you a much better chance of getting your teacher’s assistant qualification, which you must earn to uphold your side of the bargain.  One of the things we’ll be teaching you while you’re here is how to pass the qualification exam, so you get your qualification on the first try.  You won’t only be teaching, Cano, you’ll be learning how to be a better teacher.”


Her mention of that made it clear that this was not an optional job offer.  She was telling him that he was going to work at Onnajiki as a tutor, because it was part of her overall plan.  And he was beholden to that plan, because that plan was getting Maria through Onnajiki with her scholarship.


“Then I’ll convince Maria to relent,” he told her evenly.


She nodded wordlessly.  “You’ll be paid for this work, Mister Cano.  I’m offering you a weekly salary of forty thousand yen for twenty hours of work.  I doubt you’ll find a part time job that pays that well, Mister Cano,” she said with a smile.  “We pay our employees well for their work, Mister Cano, because we expect nothing but the best from them.”

“No.  I will not,” he replied after a brief hesitation.  “I’ll make Maria see reason, Principal.”

She nodded.  “How are things going otherwise?  I heard you moved into a new apartment.”


“We’re doing fine, Principal.  We found an apartment within walking distance of Onnajiki, and we moved in just last weekend.  Maria is doing very well in her first term in her second year at middle school, and is preparing for midterms.  Me and Rika haven’t yet gotten part-time jobs, mainly because of Maria.  She doesn’t want us to start working until after we get into college.  But that’s going to change for me,” he said dryly.


“We saw that you competed in the Sasuke,” she noted with a slight smile.


“That was an impulse, Principal,” he replied ruefully.  “We were already in Nagasaki, and me and Rika decided to compete when we stumbled across the event quite by accident.  They were offering a five thousand yen prize to anyone that could beat the course time.  We did it for the money,” he chuckled dryly.


“Still, it was quite impressive.  If they come calling to offer you a spot in the competition, I’d be happy to see you do it.”


“You’re sure?  That isn’t exactly what Onnajiki is known for.”


“Maybe not, but it still brings honor to the school for an alumni to excel, no matter what the subject,” she told him.  “Have you proposed to Chihaya?”

“Not yet, but I will, once we’re both fully secure in our college routine and I’m certain that we’re going to be alright.  I don’t want to burden Chihaya with having a husband that can’t support her,” he said simply.  “We’ve decided to not discuss marriage until we’re well situated.”


“A wise move, but I think you’ll find that reality often doesn’t bend to wisdom, Cano,” she smiled.  “You’re going to find your goals to marry shifting over time, as you want it more and more and get impatient about it.”


“I have far more patience than Chihaya.  Trust me, Principal, we won’t be married until I’m sure we’ll be alright.”


She laughed.  “You may find Chihaya changing your mind, Cano.  She can be very determined.”


“She agrees with me.”


“For now.  Women don’t like to have their men floating around without a commitment, Cano.  If she feels in any way that your relationship is threatened by you not being married, she’s going to move.  Swiftly.”


He nodded.  “The key is to not let her feel insecure about our relationship,” he told her.  “She knows that I want to marry her.  That I love her.  I just don’t want our marriage to feel like a burden on her, that I can’t provide for her.  She’s going to be my wife, I want her to feel like I’m taking care of her.”


“Which is commendable.  Just be ready for reality to shake the foundations of that ideal,” she warned.


“Duly noted, Principal,” he nodded.


He was there long enough to just wait until Maria got out of school.  He wandered over to the middle school campus, and waited just outside the building holding her classroom.  She saw him when she came down to the shoe lockers, then laughed when she came out.  “What are you doing here, brother?” she asked.


“I just finished a conference over in the high school,” he told her.  “You free to walk home?”


“Yeah, no club activity today.”  Maria had joined the cooking club, or more to the point, she had founded the cooking club.  And most of her friends had joined it.  They spent their Monday and Thursday afternoons after class making cookies and cupcakes in the school’s home ec room, which they then sold the next day to help fund the club.  The club turned a profit, a tidy profit, and that money was being banked so they could throw a big party for the second year class at the end of the term.  Kato very much approved of what Maria was doing, because managing the club taught her some very good lessons about working in real life.  Plus they had lots of fun, and that was what mattered most.

They walked back to the apartment, and Kato told her about the principal’s offer.  “I’m not going to get a better paying job, Mia, nor one that’s going to help me with my college,” he told her.  “So you need to give over and let me work.  It’s only twenty hours a week, four hours a day tutoring students in English.”


“I guess I can,” she said, tapping her chin with her finger as she thought.  “Are you gonna be okay with your placement exam?”


“I should be fine, both the college and Onnajiki gave me study guides,” he replied.  “I know what to study to get ready for it.”

“Alright.  I guess you can do it, brother.  You have my permission,” she grinned up at him.


“Don’t get used to bossing me around, little girl,” he threatened, which made her laugh.  “It’s certainly going to help.  Between my tutoring salary and your stipend, Rika may not even need to work.”


“She wants to.”


“I think her opinion will change when she actually does it,” he said dryly.  “She is a rich girl, Mia, even if she’s been cut off.  Besides, I don’t mind working for both of us.  I’m more than happy to support her.  I want her to be happy, and if she’s happier not working, then she doesn’t have to work.”


“I need to marry you,” she said, then laughed when he pushed her shoulder.


It was the day.  The big day.


Today, their exam results would be posted on the testing website, but more importantly, he would find out if he was getting an entrance interview with Kagoshima University.  The university already had his results, his and Rika’s, and today was the day they would be officially notified if their applications had moved on to the acceptance candidacy stage.  Today, they would find out if years of work had paid off…not in that they’d secured their college spots, but that they’d have the chance to get into the college of their choice.

Both Kato and Rika were very anxious as they watched the clock, waiting to update the website so they could see their results.  They would be posted at 7:30am, and they’d receive an email from the university if those scores were high enough for the college to advance their applications.  Kato distracted himself by cooking breakfast, then he and Rika sat in front of the laptop and stared at the IAI’s website, the test-giving authority, waiting for it to update.


And right on time, it did.  Rika quickly navigated to the test result page for their testing center, where all results for all students were publicly posted.  The top of the list came up, and a line of katakana caught his attention.  Kato saw his name, and he almost fainted in relief when he saw that he scored a composite 696 out of 700, meaning he only missed four questions on the entire battery of tests!  He had the 16th highest score, with 11 of the 15 above him scoring a perfect 700!  That was a 99.4% score, putting him in the top 1% of all students!  That was more than high enough to qualify to enter Kagoshima University!  Hell, that was high enough to get into Todai, the University of Tokyo, the most elite college in Japan!

They didn’t have to to scroll down far to find Rika’s name.  She had scored a composite 671 out of 700, which put her in the top 5% with a percentage score of 95.8%, and that was the number that Kagoshima University used.  That too was more than high enough to enter Kagoshima University!

They’d done it!  They’d passed their entrance exams!


Rika screamed in pure glee, giving Kato a crushing hug, then she hugged Maria who was sitting on her other side.  His sister threw herself over Rika’s lap and hugged him, laughing in delight.  “Rika scored in the top five percent, and you scored in the top one percent, brother!  I’m so proud of both of you!”  She kissed him on the cheek.  “I told you that not working was going to be good for you!”


“I humbly admit that you were right, sister,” he told her, which made her laugh.


“And now I gotta go to school!  I’m gonna be late!”


“Go!” he laughed as she got up.  She grabbed the box lunch he made for her and her attaché, then she ran out the door.  She had ten minutes to get to school, or she was going to be tardy.


Just as Kato and Rika calmed down from their good news, just after 8:00am, both of their phones buzzed with an incoming email.  It was an email from Kagoshima University, informing him that his placement exam and entrance interview had been scheduled.  Kato’s interview was on 23 February at 12:30pm, and his placement exam was scheduled for 22 February at 9:00am.  Just a week away!  It listed an address for the exam, which was on Kagoshima University’s campus.


If he passed that exam and did well on the interview, he’d be starting college in April.


“We got interviews!” Rika screamed in joy.


“I got a time for my placement exam.  It’s in a week!” Kato blurted.  “I gotta study harder!”


“You have to work today,” Rika laughed, pulling on him until she dropped down to the floor on his back.  She gave him a deep, passionate kiss.  “How about we take advantage of Mia being out of the house?” she purred.


“You just want to exhaust me before I go to work,” he accused.

“Keeping you from ogling the high school girls, you dog,” she retorted with a grin.


“Well, if you insist,” he murmured.


That brief respite was the start of an intense week for Kato, where he spent almost every waking moment either studying for the test or preparing for the interview.  Rika was also in full preparation mode, going to daily mock interview sessions at Onnajiki, one of the services they offered.  It seemed that he barely blinked before it was time, when he found himself on a train to Kagoshima University at 6:50 in the morning, so he could get there in plenty of time to find the test room and have a chance to do a final bit of cramming.  He found that he was one of 30 students there to take the test, all of them education majors, and they were from all over Japan, not just from Kagoshima.  They were all here for the test and entrance interview.

That wasn’t a surprise.  Kagoshima University wasn’t part of Japan’s “ivy league,” which consisted of seven schools mainly across Kyushu, the main island, but it was still considered one of the best universities in Japan, with some 20,000 students.  When Kato checked up on the university, it was ranked #14 among universities in Japan, which was why Kato and Rika had to work so hard to get accepted to it.  So, it was no surprise at all that education major hopefuls from all over Japan had come to take the placement test and go through the entrance interview.

That sat down for the test, and Kato found that it wasn’t nearly as hard as the entrance exams.  It tested his general education knowledge, and also tested his knowledge of teaching by asking a series of common sense questions about teaching, something he was warned was on the test and was well prepared to answer.  The exam was broken up into four different tests, each with a one hour time limit so he was there until early afternoon, taking them one after another.  After he was done, he waited in the waiting room for the results, which would be posted within minutes of him finishing the final exam.


When it came back, he had to smile.  He scored a composite 388 out of 400, which was a 97% score.  That was more than high enough to be accepted into the education program.  He texted his success to Rika and Maria, then he texted his faculty supervisor and his counselor at Onnajiki, both of which wanted to know how he did as soon as he knew.


He and Rika spent the evening preparing for the entrance interview by taking turns pretending to be the interviewer, using many of the questions that their counselors used when they did mock interviews, which made both of them feel ready for the next day.  And that came quickly, as they both woke up, dressed, ate the breakfast that Maria made for them, then headed for the campus.  Their interviews were scheduled for nearly the same time but in different buildings, since they taking different majors.  They kissed each other for good luck, then they headed for their interviews.  He reported right on time, entered the room, bowed, and took his seat.  The interviewer was the chair of the education program at the university, who asked him a series of questions about his future plans, his high school experience, and even his personal life.  He answered all the questions truthfully, even the one about why he decided to go into education.  “I originally intended to go into accounting,” he replied.  “But the principal of my high school convinced me to switch to education because she believed I’d be a much better teacher than I would have been an accountant.  But more than that, she told me I’d be much happier as a teacher.  I’d been tutoring some other students while I was in high school, and I’m still tutoring students from my alma mater now.  It made me realize that I enjoy teaching, I enjoy helping others achieve their goals and their dreams.  I’ve been doing it most of my life, and it’s become a part of who I am.”


“What subject do you intend to teach?”


“English,” he answered.  “My mother was American, which may be a bit obvious,” he said, touching his blond hair ostentatiously.  “I’m considered a native English speaker because I learned English from my mother as I grew up, so I’m fairly sure that I can confidently teach my chosen subject.”

“Is that so?” he asked in perfect English, with just a faint trace of an accent.  “Then we should conduct the remainder of this interview in English.”


“I’d be more than happy to do so, sir,” he replied in English.  “I’ll probably also seek certification to teach Portuguese and Spanish.  I’m fluent in both languages as well.  But my main focus for teaching will be English.  There is always a demand for English teachers in schools in Japan.”


“That’s an unusual combination of languages,” he noted.


“My father was Brazilian, sir.  He taught me Portuguese and Spanish while my mother taught me English.”


“Ah.  That makes you a lucky young man, Mister Cano,” he said with a nod.  “There’s no better time to learn than when you’re very young.”

They discussed his future plans in much more detail, speaking English, which convinced the teacher that he did indeed have native-speaking skill in English.  Towards the end of the interview, he asked a rather odd question.  “I see that you graduated from Onnajiki Academy, Mister Cano.  What was it like to attend a school that was girls only up until two years ago?”


“My first year was a challenge, sir, since it was the first year that the school was open to boys,” he admitted with a rueful smile.  “The girls were not happy at all that we were there.  But eventually, they came to accept us.  Many of the girls I squabbled with in my junior year were among my best friends in my senior year.  And in a bit of ironic justice, my girlfriend is the girl I fought with the most in my junior year,” he laughed.  “It sometimes amazes me how much we hated each other when we first met, but now we’re dating.”

“It sounds like you had a very adventurous high school experience,” the teacher smiled.


“It was certainly never boring,” he said with a wry smile.  “And I wouldn’t trade it for the world.  It was never easy, but I feel that it prepared me well for the rest of my life.  If anything, it taught me how to focus on my goals in the face of adversity.  And the education was certainly worth it.  Onnajiki is one of the best high schools in Japan, and I count myself as truly blessed for being able to graduate from there.”

“Your college entrance exam and placement exam scores certainly confirm that,” he said, glancing down at my paperwork.


They talked for maybe another fifteen minutes, then the teacher brought the interview to a close.  “I know that Onnajiki uses an unusual term system that means that you’ve already graduated.  That said, I think you should have little trouble returning to the campus tomorrow at ten o’clock.”

“I can be here, sir.  May I ask why?”


“To finalize your acceptance into Kagoshima Unverisity,” he smiled.  “Congratulations.  Welcome to the education program, Mister Cano.  I believe you’ll do very well here.”


“Thank you, sir,” he said, struggling to resist the impulse to scream in abject glee and cartwheel around his office.  “I’ll do my best.”


“That’s all you ever need to do,” he said, offering his hand.  Kato shook it.  “I’ll have my secretary email you a list of things you need to bring tomorrow to finish the enrollment process, as well as give you some forms you need to fill out and bring with you tomorrow.  Your residency papers, your high school diploma, and a couple of other things,” he said.  “So long as you bring everything on the list, you’ll be formally enrolled and eligible to set up your schedule for the spring term.”


“Thank you, sir,” he repeated.


He came out of the office, trying to keep a neutral face since two others were waiting for to do their own interviews.  He stopped by the secretary’s desk, who already had a folder with his name on it that had several forms in it.  She congratulated him herself as she handed him the folder, and he bowed to her after taking it.

He managed to get all the way out of the building before he showed any emotion, jumping nearly a meter and a half into the air as he pumped his fist, then walking as fast as he could without looking strange as he pulled out his phone and turned it back on.  As soon as it came up, he received a text from Rika, which read I PASSED!  I’M GETTING IN!  He texted Maria first, texting the words I GOT IN!, then he replied to Rika, telling her CONGRATS, LOVE!  I GOT IN TOO!   Then he sent a much more appropriate message to his counselor at Onnajiki, then to his faculty advisor, informing both that he’d been accepted into Kagoshima University.  His counselor immediately texted him back, asking him to come in the day after tomorrow so they could move on several scholarships, which he could do once he was enrolled.  He had his applications in with those scholarships, but once he was officially enrolled, he could update his applications showing that he was accepted into Kagoshima University, which would expedite his scholarship applications.  He then texted all their friends, from Taro to Kikiru, spreading the news.

Rika called him, and she was still over the moon.  “I can’t believe it, Kato!  We both got in!  We did it!  We did it!” she squealed happily.  “Now we have to get scholarships, and we’re all set!”

“Did you get an appointment with your counselor?”


“Yep, day after tomorrow.  You?”


“Same,” he replied.  “With us officially enrolled, we may hear back on our scholarship applications as soon as next week.  They move fast to either approve or deny your application once you get in.”

“Here’s hoping,” she said happily.


“I wonder how the others are doing.  Hear back from any of them?”


“Kiami and Akiya.  Both got into the University of Kyoto.”


“Good for them!” he said happily.  “We know that Kiki got into Todai, so that’s five of us into our college of choice.”


“That’s the power of an Onnajiki diploma, mutt.  Long as you pass the entrance exam, you’re in.”


“Why I’m so glad I have one,” Kato chuckled.  “Taro has his interview today too, I wonder if he’s out yet.  Akiya and Seri have their interviews up in Kyoto today, and Hanako has her interviews for Todai tomorrow.”

“I’m almost hoping Seri doesn’t get into Kyoto.  She put in an application with Kagoshima too as a backup, if Kyoto turns her down, she’ll be going here.”


“As smart as she is, no chance,” Kato said.  “Seri may goof around a lot, but she’s actually smart as a whip.  She’s a lock for Todai.  At least she and Kikiru can hang out together,” he added.


“I know, but it’s hard to let go after going to school with them since first grade,” she admitted.  “Seri’s been my best friend since we were seven, mutt. I’m going to miss her, and all the other girls too.  Even Kikiru.”


“Bull, you’re glad she’s gone,” he accused, which made her laugh.


“Maybe a tiny bit,” she admitted.  “But that was because that hussy kept flirting with you.  You’re mine, mutt.”


“You have no right to call anyone else a hussy, you tart,” he retorted.  “Not after you decided that it was perfectly acceptable to bathe with me and sleep in my bed.”


She laughed raucously.  “It certainly kept your attention focused firmly where I wanted it,” she said shamelessly.  Both of them got a text, and Kato held the phone out to read it.  It was from Taro, who wrote I’M IN!  “Taro got in!” Rika barked happily.  “That’s four of us in Kagoshima!  You, me, Taro, and Anna!”

“How about we meet and go to a restaurant?  Lemme text Taro and have him meet us.  And meet me at the train station by the campus.”


“Sure thing,” she replied.

Kato wandered in that direction, still almost ecstatic.  Four of them were going to be going to Kagoshima University, so that meant that they’d have friends still in Kagoshima.  While he was going to miss the rest of the girls, he was glad that Taro and Anna would be here.  He and Anna would be in the education program, and Taro and Rika would be in the computer science program.  Rika reached him at the station first, giving him a crushing hug and a deep kiss, and they talked about their scholarship search as they waited for the Taro.  He reached them about ten minutes later, and they headed to the restaurant after they congratulated each other.  They spent nearly two hours eating and talking about the upcoming first semester of college, which would start in early April, and about their respective scholarships searches.  Taro was like Kato, he was working class, and he was hunting for a scholarship to take the burden off his parents.  The difference between them was, his parents were ready to pay his tuition if he couldn’t get a scholarship.  Kato texted Anna and told her the good news, that all three of them had gotten in, and made sure to ask her which classes she was in so he could try to get into some of the same ones.  He didn’t expect a reply, because it was the middle of the night over in San Diego.

They got home to find Maria cooking a huge dinner, a congratulations dinner, with Sairu and Koromi helping her out.  “My brother the college student!” she cried happily, giving him a huge hug when they came in.  “And my future sister-in-law the college student!” she added, giving Rika a hug.  “I’m so proud of both of you!”


“Aww, thanks, Mia!” she crooned in reply.


They got more good news as they sat at the table with Maria’s friends from her class.  Akiya and Seri both texted them to tell them that they’d gotten into the University of Kyoto, which meant that the only one of them left that hadn’t confirmed she’d gotten into the school of her choice was Hanako…but they were all confident she would.  Hanako was a complete lock for Todai, she scored even higher than Kato did on her entrance exams, scoring a 699 out of 700.  If she couldn’t get in with a score like that, then there was something majorly wrong with Todai.

That put Kiami, Akiya, and Seri at Kyoto, Hanako and Kikiru at Todai, and Kato, Rika, Taro, and Anna at Kagoshima.  Nine friends split among three schools, and each of them had at least one friend at their school.  The girls up in Kanto would have an easier time of it seeing each other, since Tokyo and Kyoto weren’t all that far apart by train.  But it was a pretty long trip down to Kagoshima from Tokyo, seven hours by high speed train, so they wouldn’t be seeing the girls much.  Probably only maybe a couple of weekends a term and during winter or spring break.


Still, they would be staying in touch, over phone, text, and video chat.  Friends didn’t stop bring friends just because they didn’t live in the same city anymore.  And the girls, Taro, they were his friends.

Friends he never would have believed that he’d have just two years ago.

Everything came together for both Kato and Rika in just a week.

After getting into Kagoshima University, the two of them all but lived at their alma mater.  Kato spent more time there than Rika because he worked there, but Rika was there every day, because they were all but camped out in the counselor’s office  The reason they were there was because of scholarships.


Both of them were sending out tons of forms from the counselor’s office over 11 different scholarships for which both of them were applying.  That put them in direct competition for five of them, with Kato applying for four different scholarships exclusive to education majors and Rika applying to two exclusive to computer science.  Now that they were officially enrolled in Kagoshima, including having their spring semester schedules set up, they were on the short list for the scholarships for which they’d applied, and now the people who ran the scholarship programs wanted more and more and imore information.  Every day, they were emailing or faxing forms, sending proof of residency, proof of enrollment, sending this or that that they wanted.  It was almost annoying what they were doing, because they could have easily asked for all that information at once, but they did not.  It was almost like they were intentionally dragging things out to test the resolve of the applicants.  Kato had it fairly easy because he was at Onnajiki most of every day, coming in early to check in with the counselors, and being right there in case they needed to send off anything new.  When he wasn’t running back and forth to the counselor’s office, Kato was ensconced in the study hall just off the main library, known as the tutor’s room, where students could walk in at any time and have him help them with their English assignments.  He was one of ten different tutors that the school employed, offering their services in a variety of subjects, which took some of the workload off the teachers.  All of them were like him, they were education majors in local universities that the school had hired to tutor the students.


And that work, he found he rather liked.  He would help students with either written or spoken English, helping them with their homework or practicing speaking with them, giving them the chance to hear a native speaker.  He spent most of his time helping them learn how to make the sounds that existed in English but not in Japanese, which was a major hurdle for most Japanese students as they tried to sound more natural and fluent in English.  Once a student learned how to make R and L sounds, and learned how to chain consonant sounds together, which was only done with the N sound in Japanese, their pronunciation and diction improved dramatically.  English was a language heavily invested in consonant sounds, where Japanese was a language heavily invested in vowel sounds.  That was why so many Japanese had so much trouble sounding natural in English.

Since he was on campus most of the afternoon, he was there to see the full integration of the schoool with boys.  Kato’s class had been the last that only had one boy per class in it, and now the school was about 65% girls and 35% boys.  The boys in the new freshman and junior classes were rich boys, like the girls, but the senior class boys were the middle and working class boys that the board had brought in as part of their scheme to expel all the boys and return Onnajiki to an all girl school.


Which would never happen.  The girls had fully adjusted to having boys in class, and now they liked it.  The freshman and junior classes especially liked it, because those boys were rich like they were, so they were a pool of socially connected, wealthy young men that girls and their families could check out as potential husbands.  As the rich boys came in, the school’s infrastructure changed to accommodate them.  There was no longer only one bathroom on the first floor in the academic wings, and the boys’ locker room had been remodeled to make it equivalent to the girls’ locker room, which was a far cry from the glorified closet with showers that Kato had had to use when he was a student.


But nobody ever forgot that Onnajiki was run by the girls.  The student council was dominated by girls, most of the instructors were women, all black bands—members of the Disciplinary Committee—were girls, and the girls kept tight control of all club activities, which were primarily clubs that girls would find intersting.  The boys had established some clubs of their own, but the school’s club budget went mainly to the girls’ clubs.  Onnajiki may be a coed school, like every other school in Japan now, but it was a school controlled by its female students.  And the male students knew it and accepted it, or they got out.

That was quite a culture shock for many of the rich boys that came to Onnajiki.   Most of them were younger sons, who wouldn’t be running family companies, but they were still going to get the best possible high school education in Japan and have their pick of any college they wanted once they graduated.


In all, Kato rather liked how Onnajiki had evolved since he arrived over two years ago, and a part of him was very much partial to the idea of returning to the school as a teacher.  Onnajiki had changed his life for the better, and he was happy to come back and do his best to make Onnajiki the best school in Japan in any way he could.


He was loyal to the school, just as he was loyal to his family and loyal to Rika.


And being on the campus made the news reach him very quickly.  It was a glorious early March morning, the start of a new week, and the school was abuzz with finals coming up next week.  That made him very busy down in the tutor’s room, so he’d been coming in a little early to work with students who had study periods in the morning.  He was working with a freshman when his counselor came into the tutor’s room, then came up to his desk.  “Yes, Counselor?”


“Please come to my office when you finish your tutoring session,” she told him with a smile.


“Of course.  I’ll be there in a little while.”


He went up to the office after finishing, and was brought straight to her office.  “We have an offer!” she declared eagerly.

“An offer?  You mean I have a scholarship?” he asked in sudden elation.


“Yes!  It’s a full scholarship, Cano, a full ride scholarship!” she declared.  “It pays an extra three hundred thousand yen over tuition for living expenses for the semester!  We have to email your acceptance form to lock in the scholarship, so please sit down and sign this!” she said, pushing a piece of paper across the desk.


He signed it immediately, and she went straight to the fax machine.  She then called the office that managed the scholarship, put them on speaker, and they spent over an hour talking to the scholarship people, as they explained how the scholarship worked and what scholastic requirements he had to meet to maintain it.  The call ended with them paying his tuition by direct wire transfer to the school, and the remainder of the scholarship’s grant was wired to his bank account.  What was left over was his to use as he needed, so he could support himself while in school   300,000 yen was enough to let the average college student make it on that money without having to work, so long as they lived modestly.  It wsa enough to let them get a decent apartment within walking distance of the school and keep them well fed, maybe even go on a single weekend trip during the semester.  It would certainly cover all their food and required expenses.

Between his scholarship grant and Maria’s stipend, neither Kato nor Rika had to work…so long as he was enough of a jerk to take his sister’s money.  They could make it on those two revenue streams, so long as they lived modestly and didn’t get stupid.


When he walked out of the office, on his way back to the tutor room he had never felt so relieved.  He’d done it.  He’d really done it.  He’d gotten through Onnajiki, he got into the college of his choice, and now he had a full scholarship.  So long as he kept his GPA above 3.0, he would retain his scholarship.  A free ride scholarship for four years.


He would graduate from college, and once he did, he would become a teacher.  His employment in the future was guaranteed because of how in-demand English teachers were, and what was best, he would be returning to Onnajiki to teach at his alma mater, to give back to the school that had given so much to him and his sister.  He wouldn’t return in time to teach his sister—not that she needed English—she would graduate from Onnajiki the same year he graduated from Kagoshima University, which would probably save her the embarrassment of having her older brother on the school’s faculty during her senior year.  And his teacher’s income would be there to get his sister through college.


Their futures were secured.  And he had never felt so relieved in his life.


He tried to text Rika about his good fortune several times, but she had her phone off.  Her tour must not be over yet.  She’d been at Kagoshima University today, taking the school’s pre-term orientation tour along with Taro.   Kato had taken that tour a couple of days ago, part of his activities as an education major, which was why they’d taken those tours on different days.  Rika went with her fellow computer science majors, including Taro, where Kato had gone with his fellow education majors.

But not Anna.  She was still in America, and would be arriving in Kagoshima on Monday, whch would give her time to find an apartment and settle in before their first semester started in April.  She’d opted to not live in the dorms, to get the full experience of living in Japan on her own, and she would be staying with the family that hosted her, the Shigote family, while she was apartment hunting.   They’d been overjoyed to invite her to stay with them for a couple of weeks, they all but considered Anna a member of the family.  And beween the Shigotes and her friends, Anna would always have someone to call if she needed help.

The bed that Kato and Rika had donated to Onnajiki was going to be given to Anna when she found her apartment.  She just didn’t know it yet.


It was definitely an all-day tour.  Kagoshima Univeristy was huge, with a ton of academic buildings and student facilities, including impressive sports facilities for the university’s sports programs.  It had taken Kato’s group six hours to take the tour, including having lunch, and he’d actually been a little tired by the end of it.  They must have walked ten kilometers during the tour.  If Rika’s group took the same tour, then she’d finish it in about an hour.

He’d texted out his good fortune to Maria and all his friends, and he got back responses from everyone but Rika.  Maria had gone to the extreme of running over to the high school during her lunch break, barging into the tutor room, and giving him a huge hug.  “I can’t believe it, big brother, you did it!  You got a scholarship! I’m so happy!”


“I am too, little Mia,” he said earnestly, picking her up and swinging her back and forth.  “But you’re not supposed to be over here, so get back to the middle school before you get in trouble!”


“It’ll be worth it!” she laughed even as she cried for joy.  “We’ll talk about it when you get home tonight, okay?”


“We need to,” he replied, putting her down.  “Now get back over there and eat before you run out of time!”


He escorted her out of the building and shooed her towards the gate to the middle school campus, then leaned in the doorway and watched her go.  That was what it was all about.  That twelve year old girl, who would turn thirteen in just a couple of months.  And now, he knew, she was going to make it.  She was going to make it because he was going to make it.  His teacher’s salary would get her through college if she didn’t get a scholarship, and then he and Rika would settle in and enjoy the rest of their lives as she did something amazing with her own.  He had no doubt that Cano Maria was going to make her mark in this world, and it was his humble honor to have his own part in bringing it about.

She was his little sister.  But since their father died, she was far more like his daughter than his sister.  And he could afford himself a little bit of a father’s pride in how well she was turning out.  She was at the top of her class in school, she was beloved by everyone in her class, everyone in her school, and she had put the abuse she suffered in her past and had turned out to be an intelligent, kind, gentle, compassionate, loving young lady that made everyone want to be near her.


And now, he knew that she was going to be alright.  That her future was secure.  And that mattered more to him than his own life.


But she had always made sure that Kato did in fact have his own life, and his life was good.  He had Rika, his future wife, who would be with him for the rest of their lives, and they had their own bright futures.  Kato would be a teacher, teaching at the most elite academy in Japan, and Rika…Rika would be able to do whatever she wanted to do.  If she wanted to work, she would work.  If she wanted to start her own company, she could.  If she wanted to be a housewife, that was fine with him.  Rika got to be whatever Rika wanted to be, and he’d do everything in his power to make sure it happened.  He had promised her that he would take care of her, and he would never, ever go back on that promise.  Kato wasn’t happy if he didn’t have someone to take care of, and now Rika was there, giving him someone to care for, to care about, to nurture and support, for the rest of his life…but not as a child or a ward the way Maria was, but as his future wife.

Life was good.  And the future looked even brighter today than it did yesterday.
