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IS THERE A LIMIT TO THE
AMOUNT OF HAPPINESS
You CAN HAVE?

Hatsumi Narita lives in a typical company
housing complex with her seemingly typical
family, but the dramatic tum her life is
about to take is anything but, well, typical.
Her precocious younger sister Akane is way
too popular with boys, her childhood friend
Azusa, now a hunky male model, might want
to ruin her life, her super-mean and very
privileged neighbor Ryoki considers her his
slave, and her dreamy older brother Shinogu
might not be what he seems at all. What is a
hapless heroine to do?

Inspired by Miki Aihara's ultra-popular shojo
manga series Hot Gimmick, Hot Gimmick S
manages a host of outlandish twists and turns
that even the original manga couldn’t do! Plus,
a bonus chapter from Hot Gimmick that's all
about Hatsumi and Shinogu. Whether you're
a longtime fan of Miki Aihara’s super-popular
manga or are new to Hatsumi’s world, you
won't want to pass up this brand new, and
completely different, Hot Gimmick story. You
just won't believe how it ends!
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Harsumi Narita

A second-year student at Takazono High
School who lives in company housing.
She starts dating Ryoki, but is shocked
by a confession from her adopted brother
Shinogu. However...!

Shinogu Narita

Hatsumi’s adopted older brother and
a university student, He has been

in love with Hatsumi since he was a
child. Unable to bear his feelings, he
moves out of the house and into an
apartment...

Main CHARACTERS

.............................

Azusa Odagiri
A classmate of Hatsumi and Subaru’s
and a popular fashion model.

Ryoki Tachibana

The only son of the most powerful AR
figure in the housing complex. He
becomes Hatsumi’s boyfriend, but...

Asahi Yagi
Subaru’s older sister. She
has feelings for Shinogu but
wishes the best for Hatsumi.

Shuji Kazama

Shinogu’s roommate, He and
Shinogu always take the same
part-time jobs.

SubAn_u Yagi

Hatsumi’s classmate and
friend since childhood.
He is dating Akane.

WAItA_NA Nanami

Shinogu’s friend whao is attending
the same seminar as he is. She
is good-looking and trying to get
Shinogu for herself.
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1 1 Fell for Someone I Shouldn’t Have

My name is Hatsumi Narita. I'm just an ordinary high
school girl like you might see anywhere.
To start off, I’'m going to tell you about my crazy days

trom fall to winter when I was sixteen.

I live with my six-member family in Tokyo’s S Ward,
at the Higashigaoka company housing complex of the
Tobishi Trading Company.

The complex is just like amonarchy. Relations between
neighbors strictly follow Tobishi’s corporate hierarchy.
In other words, the families of employees with higher
corporate positions live in the larger units on the higher
floors, and the ladies of those houses are treated with
deferential respect by the other women of the complex.

.............

Mrs. Tachibana, the wife of a managing director, is the
number one big shot, and she acts just like she’s queen.

Allow me to illustrate. If you're taking out the trash
in the morning and Mrs. Tachibana notices you breaking
one of the rules...you’re dead.

Once she came up to me with a pack of flunkies at her
heels, and while smartly repositioning hereyeglasses, said,
“Isn’t your father still a sub-section chief assistant?”

Makes...me...sick!

“Please don’t do anything that would tarnish the
dignity of our complex,” Mrs. Tachibana continued.

Grrrrrr... Patience, patience...

If this is what it’s like when you’re just taking out the
trash, you can imagine how bad things would be in a
more serious situation.

It’s really frustrating, but I have no choice except to get
along as well as possible with Mrs. Tachibana in order for
my family to live in peace at the complex.

My grumpy dad is living alone in Osaka on a temporary
assignment, but he comes back to Tokyo every now and
then.

[t someone in our family were to piss off Mrs.



Tachibana, my dad would be “restructured” out of the
company, and it’s entirely possible our family would end

up homeless.

My mom. of course, is the one who cares the most
about what the Tachibanas think. She works hard at her
part-time job to help make ends meet.

My brother, Shinogu, is two years older than me. He’s
a freshman at Hitotsubashi University.

Smart? Yeah, and really cool!

Most of the time Shinogu isn’t home because his part-
time job keeps him busy. He’s been my best buddy since
we were little, and I'm really proud of him.

[ also have a sister, Akane (or Aka-chin). She’s a third-
year junior high student. Akane is the prettiest girl in the
complex. She’s popular with all the boys, and if she takes
a liking to one of them, there’s no holding her back!

She’s everything I'm not. Oh, well...

Finally, T have a cute little four-year-old brother,
Hikaru, who we call Hii-kun.

He goes to Himawari Kindergarten, which is near the
complex.

And then there’s me, a second-year student at Takazono
IHigh
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I have to take care of Hii-kun—dropping him off at
and picking him up from school, among other things—so
I don’t participate in any after-school activities.

My grades are lower than average at what is sometimes
called “Bakazono™ —or “Idiot” —High.

On top of all this, my sixteen-year record of having no
boyfriend grows longer by the day. Could I be any more
pitiful? (Please don’t answer that.)

One day something happened that threw my family
into a crisis. I bumped into Aim.

He is none other than Ryoki Tachibana. Yes, that’s
right, Mrs. Tachibana’s only son.

Ever since he pushed me down the stairs of the complex
when I was little, he has been my worst nightmare.

The very thought of him frightens the crap out of me.

Fortunately, after the stairs incident I managed to avoid
him because we went to different schools. I was leading
a fairly peaceful life until...

...Akane totally freaked me out one day with some
major news. “I think I might be preggers,” she said. I hated
i, but I had to go fetch a pregnancy test for her. I managed
lo get one, but then, just when I let my guard down, my
luck ran out and I bumped into him near the elevator.

...............................................



He was wearing glasses and the white uniform with
the blue trim of the prestigious Kaisei Academy. He was
tall and his face was...well, not bad, I guess, but his cold,
mocking eyes hadn’t changed a bit.

I dropped the plastic bag I was carrying, the pregnancy
test popped out, and just as I might have expected, he
fired off some nasty remark.

Damn, 1 thought, I am so dead. ..

It would be doomsday for my family if Mrs. Tachibana
found out.

In desperation I ran after him...

“Please, | beg you, don’t tell your mother about this!”

Forget dignity—I was pleading! But guess what he
said?

“Fine. I'll keep quiet, but you have to be my slave.”

So that was the beginning of my twisted relationship
with Ryoki Tachibana and the beginning of the Narita

family crisis.

Slave... What did he mean? Well, I found out soon
enough!
Without the least delay he measured the size of my

breasts— with his hands!

He called me over to his house, pushed me down on
his bed, and said he wanted some practice.

He even made me kiss him in public!!

Ooh, the nerve!

Can someone really get away with being so screwed up?

I couldn’t take it anymore!

God, pleeeez help me!!

It was then that my prince appeared.

A long time ago, this prince was living in the complex.
He moved out of town when we were in the second grade,
but then he came back!

My childhood buddy, Azusa Odagiri.

Azusa has grown up to be gorgeous, and he has even
become a successful model for the popular magazine
Revolver.

Since elementary school, Azusa had always stood up
for me when Ryoki bullied me for not being bright at
school.

And he saved me this time, too!

Not only did he save me from Ryoki’s evil clutches, but
despite all the super hot models at his disposal, he chose
me to be his girlfriend! He’s just so cute...and sweet! He

cven gave me a cell phone that was exclusively for calls
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to him! It was like a dream!

Then he asked me out for our first evening date. We
went to a trendy club. High on everything, I drank a
cocktail and was positively smashed in a matter of seconds.

Fortunately my brother just happened to be working
there. He got me a cab and sent me home, but I'd lost my
house keys, and while T was pacing around wondering
what to do, I stumbled across him again. I don’t really
remember, but I think he went wild groping my breasts.

To make matters worse, the next day he saw an e-mail
to me from Azusa saying he’d be waiting for me at his
agency’s studio.

Pissed, Ryoki followed me there.

But...
Oh...my...God...
Can I really call this...my first love?

Azusa never loved me or felt anything remotely
close.

He only wanted to get revenge on my dad.

A long time ago his mom and my dad had an affair.
As a result, his parents got divorced and his mom died,
devastated and brokenhearted.

He only wanted to hurt me, seeing as I was the most
precious thing to the man who drove his beloved mother
to her grave—that man being my father, Toru Narita. I

was only a tool in Azusa’s revenge.

Azusa’s fellow models had gathered at the studio—or
should I say condo?

He had given orders that they could do as they liked
with the “prey”—in other words, me—as soon as it
arrived, and they all jumped on me like hungry wolves.

Then Ryoki was there, pinning down one of the models
and screaming, pressing a ballpoint pen against the guy’s
cheek.

“Get off her! Or I'll stab you right in the face!”

At this, Azusa’s friends froze in fear.

Saved...

...by Ryoki...

“Ryoki, do what you want with me,” I said in a state
ol collapse inside the cab on the way home. “I was about
to have the same thing done to me by those guys, so what
difference does it make?”

Ryoki was leading me to his room when my brother,
who had been looking for me, took me home to safety.

--------------------------------
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Some days later, a rumor spread throughout the
complex that Azusa and T had been seen holding each
other, and everyone began ignoring my whole family.

This is what happens when you make Mrs. Tachibana
mad.

I relied on Ryoki’s influence as her only son to help me
straighten things out. I don’t want to admit it...but I owe
him twice now.

Around that time, Shinogu asked me something strange.

“How do you feel about Ryoki? Honestly.”

“That’s easy. He scares me, what else?”

“You're scared of him? You don’t hate him?”

“Why would you ask me something like that?”

He mumbled an answer, but | didn’t hear it;

“Because I'm jealous...”

Ryoki started complaining about my worrying over
Azusa. Despite what he had done, I thought loneliness
might be the actual motivation behind his messed-up
actions.

“Don’t ever think about any other guy but me! That’s
an order. You’re the one for me. You know what you said
before, that I have no feelings? The feelings are there.
You're just ignoring them.”

When 1 heard that, my heart throbbed.

Then he took me in his arms...and kissed me...

I'd never felt like that before. My heart had never
pounded so hard.

I told Shinogu about that feeling.

He hugged me from behind.

“It seems to me, Hatsumi, that you're falling for
him.”

“What? As if!”

“1 can tell because I love you,” Shinogu said.

He was way off. No way would I fall in love with
Ryoki!

He slaps, he punches, and he kicks...

He’s aggressive, domineering, and self-centered...

And he keeps calling me “stupid” and “idiot.”

I don’t want to fall in love with him.

I really don’t...

That same night Shinogu moved out of the complex to
live on his own. He's moving to Kunitachi, which is near
his university.

He says he’s moving because he saved up enough



money from his jobs...
...but why so all of a sudden?
I was shocked.
Then Azusa told me something unbelievable.
“So he finally had to go, huh? Poor guy.”
“What do you mean?”
I kept asking until he gave in and answered.
“Maybe he felt like he doesn’t belong. In your family,
I mean. "Cause he isn’t your parents’ kid.”
“You're making that up...”
Shinogu...not my brother?
I couldn’t believe it.

When I consulted Ryoki, this is what he said:

“So what? What'’s it got to do with me? This pisses me
off! I'm going home!”

Then he left me alone in the train on our first date,

But later I found out that he had skipped an important
practice exam to be with me that day. I was overjoyed.

He’s mean and scary...but sometimes he’s kind of nice.
I’'m not really sure what my feelings are for him.

By chance, Ryoki and I showed up at the same time
to see Shinogu at his place in Kunitachi, where Shinogu
calmly told us about our dad’s affair.

...................
--------------------

cccccccc

Ryoki got uptight because I was so concerned about
Shinogu.

“Why don’t you just be all lovey-dovey with big bro
the rest of your life.”

He looked...broken.

It was so not him.

Seeing him like that...for some reason L. kissed his
hair.

It was the first time I ever...

Then, swayed by emotion. ..l agreed to be his girlfriend-

in-training. ..

Azusa had hired a detective with money he’d earned
from modeling, so the truth about the affair between my
lather and Azusa's mother was undeniable.

My dad—back from Osaka—even got down on his
knees and apologized to Azusa.

“You think that’s enough? All you can say is you're
sorry?” Azusa cried.

He stormed out of the shop and I went after him.

“You’re impossible to hate,” he said.

................



[ was so worried for him. He looked about ready to cry.
“It’s funny, though,” he said. “After all that, I don’t
feel any better at all...”

Now that I was Ryoki’s girlfriend-in-training, | slowly
grew more accepting of him. I even agreed to spend New
Year’s Eve with him at his family’s hotel suite in [zu!

It was our first time, and T wasn’t ready for it. When |
came back after a little exploration of the suite, Ryoki had
fallen asleep on the sofa!

When he woke up in the morning, he blew a fuse
because I hadn’t woken him up, and then he hightailed it
home alone.

I was left behind. Luckily, Shinogu happened to be
working at the hotel that night, so he picked me up, and I
was able to return to Tokyo.

“Bringing you all the way out here into the sticks and
then forcing you to go home alone...I'd call that pretty
messed up. Whoever he is, he must not care about you
very much,” Shinogu said accusingly.

He probably knew it was Ryoki we were dealing with.

Shinogu’s right... It’s just like he said.
Afterwards Ryoki was awful. He blabbed to everyone —

20




starting with his mother—that we were going out.

Surprisingly, his strategy worked, and we became
officially recognized as a couple by everyone at the
complex.

Then, while Ryoki was abroad on vacation, Azusa
went missing from home.

When I finally found him, he said he had nowhere to
go.

Azusa means a lot to me. Despite what he did, I didn’t
want to lose someone I had so many memories with.

[ took him to Shinogu’s apartment...

...where I found a paper with the words “Annulment
of Adopted Child Status.”

Adopted child...?

Annulment...?

Why would he have something like that?

How could he?!

I couldn’t believe it...

...and what with one thing after another over the next
few days, I was unable to answer Ryoki’s long-distance
phone calls.

He slapped me across the face as soon as he got back
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to the complex.

“I'm not letting you go anywhere with someone who
hits girls,” Shinogu said, drawing me in close.

But even though Ryoki had hit me, I wasn’t scared of
him the way I was before.

Mariko-san, the Tachibana’s maid, took me to the
staircase landing— Ryoki’s favorite place...

There he expressed his true feelings for me...

...and I conveyed my feelings for him...

...and we made up.

The next test of our relationship was a trap laid by Mrs.
Tachibana—who was not at all happy about me dating
her son.

She tried to turn Ryoki on to one of the smartest girls
at a prestigious high school, an upper-class babe named
Ruri Saionji.

Since it would be awful to say in front of him that I
didn’t want the two of them meeting —even though I really
didn’t—1 said, “Well, since I'm Ryoki’s girlfriend...”

“Good!”

Apparently Ryoki was pleased.

............................................................
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We went outside and he hugged me. Then I said I was
going to drop the “in-training” and be his girlfriend...for

real.

Around the same time, one of the places where Shinogu
was working fell short on hands, so me and my friend
Asahi from the complex decided to help out.

Washing dishes at a café...

While [ was working there, Shinogu’s roommate,
Kazama, told me some things that really threw me.

First he told me that Asahi has the hots for Shinogu!

I had no idea...

And there was more.

“Hey, did you know? I've been wondering why your
brother’s never got a girlfriend. Well, it turns out there’s
some chick somewhere he’s nuts about.”

Shinogu in love with someone?

[ had never even thought about it.

It bugged me...a lot.

Asahi and I secretly followed Shinogu to his next job.

He went inside a bar and was looking at some forms
with Azusa. I couldn’t hold myself back and confronted
him.

“Shinogu! You’'re always hiding something! Why do

you need to work so much, anyway? Because you want to
annul your adoption? Why do you even have that thing?
Don’t you dare go and submit that form behind my back!
It’s like you're turning into a stranger...”

Shinogu only replied, “I want to pay your parents back
as soon as possible what I owe them for raising me...and
then I just want to be free.”

Then on the way home Asahi hit me with something
huge.

“Shinogu’s...in love with you, Hatsumi. He’s in love
with you as a girl/ and he can’t stand it anymore... He
can’t stand being your brother.”

Then Ryoki appeared and the conversation was cut
short.

| was just sick of it...sick of everything, so I rested my
face on Ryoki’s chest and cried my heart out.

While in class, Azusa sent an e-mail to my new cell
phone,

He told me that he and Shinogu had decided on doing
another investigation into his mother’s affair. If it turned
out that my dad was not the one who had the affair with
his mom, then maybe he wouldn’t hate me anymore.

| was instantly ecstatic. Then I told Ryoki.

“What a load of crap!” he thundered.

................................
.............................



........................

But...he must have already known the truth...
All that time he was just pretending he didn’t know
anything.

Then an “incident™ occurred.

Shinogu had come home for the first time in a while,
and the two of us got trapped in the elevator.

After half an hour we were freezing.

One snowy day when we were kids we kept each
other warm by sleeping next to each other inside some
playground equipment until Mom and Dad found us.

Shinogu said he didn’t remember...but I knew he did.

We huddled together in the elevator just as we had
before and our fingers met and our faces drew close
together and softly...lightly...like two feathers brushing...
we kissed...

An hour later, after we had been safely rescued from
the elevator, Azusa told me Shinogu had loved me as a
girl ever since we were kids.

He said I should quit Ryoki and go for Shinogu.

Mrs. Tachibana, who had found out that Shinogu was
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actually adopted, showed up at our house one day.

"l cannot countenance my son having relations with a
girl from such a family!”

She was in a tizzy, but Shinogu answered coolly.

“I"'m dissolving my adoption by the Naritas, so please
allow Ryoki and Hatsumi to see each other.”

[ watched Shinogu walk away after he left the house.
He looked so lonely.

Then Ryoki demanded I choose between him and
Shinogu.

| stressed over it, and then chose Ryoki. That seemed
(0 make him happy, and the next moment he declared we
should run off together!

This time we went by taxi to the suite in Izu.

In the well-lit room of the suite, Ryoki was all over
me. | was so embarrassed | accidentally scratched his
arm with my fingernails and made him bleed. ..

He decided to take a shower.

l.eft alone. I found an old picture inside a side table.

It was of Azusa’s mother—and probably Ryoki’s
luther.

Ryoki came out of the shower and saw the picture,

“Azusa’s mother’s real lover, the one you guys were

trying to track down, was my father.”

............................

...............................
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He had heard the truth from Mr. Tachibana a long time
ago, and now wore a casual expression as if he didn’t care
at all.

Having said that, he pushed me onto the bed and
resumed.

“You ran away with me. So I'm all you care about
now, right?”

Tears gushed from my eyes.

“I can’t...can’t do this... My family matters to me... 1
can’t forget everything else just to be with you...and I
can’t be your girlfriend anymore...”

Ryoki forced himself on me all the more, but I fought
him off.

“The two of us, it just wasn’t going to work.”

1 fell for someone I shouldn’t have.

I tried so hard to make it work.

But I couldn’t do it anymore.

It was all just too much.

I couldn’t do it...

It was time to give up on it.

[ knew it like God himself had told me.

I left the suite alone—to find Shinogu waiting for me.

He had come to take us back to the complex.

“Shinogu...”

[t's always you...

...who comes for me when I need the most support.

I explained to Azusa—who was also inside the car—
what I had just heard from Ryoki.

That his mother’s affair had actually been with Ryoki’s
lather...

That my father was only Mr. Tachibana's fall guy...

And I told myself that everything was over between
Ryoki and me.

I had made up my mind—even though I hadn’t heard
what Ryoki said after [ left:

“That bitch. If she doesn’t want to be mine...then she
can just go to hell.”

When I got back to the housing complex, I said it out

lond.

“I'm never going out with Ryoki Tachibana ever again.”

While I was in the depths of despair because of the
breakup, Shinogu was kind enough to ask me to go live
with him in his apartment.

Ie never touched me, even when we were all alone.

He cared for me as tenderly as if he were healing a

........................
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little injured bird...

“Not right away or anything...but after you've gotten
over Ryoki and met other guys and had a lot of boyfriends
and broken up with them and stuff...”

He kept his head down.

“After that...if you think that maybe...I might not be so
bad after all...”

“_..then do you think you could see me as a guy?”

1 was told this...by my brother.

That’s the story of my crazy days from fall to winter

when I was sixteen.
If you don’t mind...may I continue with what happened

next?

2 Shinogu, Take Me and Make Me Yours

I'he next day at school Subaru told me that Ryoki was
home in bed with a fever.

Subaru 1s my classmate, a childhood friend, and
\sahi’s younger brother. And surprisingly, he’s Aka-
vhin's boyfriend these days.

So what if Ryoki is sick?

II's nothing to me...

We broke up, Ryoki and T,

We come from different worlds, anyway.

e was Kind. like, one percent of the time—and the
el of the time he was domineering and selfish. There
s no way I could put up with that.

And then there’s the problem of Azusa's mother’s

allan

-----------------------------



My dad was wrangled into a contract with Ryoki’s dad
to serve as his extramarital decoy. Dad told Shinogu and
me everything at the apartment in Kunitachi.

Mom still doesn’t know anything about it, or where
the money Dad got for the deal came from.

What with that and everything else, Ryoki and I are
better off not seeing each other anymore.

If we were to keep on, it would tear my family apart.

So it’s better for the peace of my family this way.

So...

...I'm not going to worry about it.

I'm not worried at all.

And I'm definitely not going to go to his...

I saw Ryoki and Ruri holding each other in front of his
apartment.

“If you do as I say, then I just might let you do it with
me..."

He said that, and then he...

After seeing that from my position in the shadows, I

just had to run away.




I am such a fool.

A complete idiot.

Why on earth did I go there?

*You're the one, Hatsumi.”

“No one else will do.”

He had said those things to me so many times.
Ryoki...I guess someone else will do.

When I got home and opened the door, my brother
Shinogu was there.

“Hey, what’s the matter?”

He sounded so gentle and worried.

I kicked off my shoes and threw myself into his arms,
almost knocking him down.

Then I pressed my lips against his and kissed him.

“Take me, Shinogu. Make me yours.”

I couldn’t bear the heartache any longer.

“Take me and make me yours, Shinogu, Right now.”

If T was with Shinogu, I'd never be hurt again.

I started undressing.

Not only was Ruri good-looking, but she also had a
great body.

*My boobs are small...and I'm not even close to sexy,
but...”

-------------------------------
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“That’s not true.”

Shinogu held me tight, as if to stop me from
undressing.

“Take any more off, and I'll explode.”

Then he sighed my name into my ears over and over.

“Let’s go to my room.”

Tenderly, Shinogu led me to his room.

It was best this way.

This way I wouldn’t have to worry about anything
¢ver again...

| sat down on his bed, and he gently drew close.

I was looking down, but he lifted my chin.

His face was so sad.

Because I was crying...

He laid me down beneath him and held me. Softly, he
kissed my forehead.

Then he slowly pulled back.

“Maybe another time...”

“Shinogu...”

“Just hearing you say that you want to is enough right
now.”

He took me in his arms and helped me get up.

“You don’t have to do this in order to force yourself to
forget Ryoki.”

............................
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“I’'m forcing myself, too. I'm afraid. What if we did
this and you got scared of me? What if you hated me
afterward?”

“Shinogu...”

*So...I can’t do it. Sorry for being such a coward.”

The tension suddenly fled my body. I looked up and
smiled at Shinogu.

“Thank you...”

I never knew that Shinogu felt fear or doubt.

Knowing he could...I was a little relieved.

But above all, Shinogu didn’t do anything because he
cares about me more than that.

That feeling...sitting beside each other on the edge of
the bed with nothing happening...I was so comfortable
and at ease.

I only ever felt that way with Shinogu.

He peered into my face.

“What happened with Ryoki?”

1 put my head down.

“Ryoki...didn"t care if it was me or someone else...”

s 9

*You know Ruri, right?”
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*Yeah,.."

“They were holding each other... Ryoki even said that
if she does as he says, he'll let her do it with him.”

Tears began falling from my eyes.

“Maybe you misunderstood. Why don’t you ask Ryoki
about it?”" Shinogu said.

Then he smiled at me in silence.

How could he say something so nice...

[ sniffed loudly.

“It’s okay. It’s really okay. I've already decided to give
him up.”

That was for sure.

I felt like if T got hurt any more—any more at all—1
wouldn’t know what to do. I couldn’t turn to Shinogu
anymore like I had just then either.

“I'm sorry...I'm so sorry, Shinogu.”

Shinogu slowly shook his head. Like he was saying,
Don't worry about me.

Then, without uttering a word, he gently patted me on
the head.

Why is he so...

My tears overflowed.

He just kept patting my head.

| was crying because 1 was sad, but at the same time, |

...........................................................
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felt kind of warm and content.
“Shinogu...”

I rested my head on his shoulder.

From the very bottom of my heart, | felt relieved and
protected, and was happy...

It really was only with Shinogu that I could ever feel
that way.

There was a knock at the door.

“Shinogu, I'm coming in.”

It was Mom. Shinogu and I quickly stood up.

*Oh, Hatsumi, you’re here, too.”

She raised her shoulders in surprise.

“Then I came at a good time. I want you to hear this,
too, Hatsumi, so come to the living room with us. Your
father is here, too.”

When we got to the living room, Dad was sitting on
the sofa with a stern look on his face. Mom sat beside
him.

Shinogu and I sat directly opposite them.

“What about Aka-chin?”"

“That girl really vanished fast once her entrance exams
were done!” Mom shook her head in disgust. “We'll have
to tell her some other time.”

She drew in a deep breath and addressed Shinogu and
me.

“1 think I'm ready to tell you both how Shinogu became
our child.”

I was nervous and my body was tense.

[ looked at Shinogu beside me. He was looking down
fearfully.

Mom continued.

“Shinogu might remember, but Hatsumi, you were
still small, so you probably don’t have any memories of
my mother, your grandma, right?”

I nodded.

“She passed away quite early. Her name was Satoko
Shinoda and she was a probation officer.”

A probation officer?”

| looked confused, so she explained.

" A probation officer is someone who supervises people
who are released from prison, or a juvenile reformatory, to
see if they’re leading a normal social life. These officers
olfer help in a number of ways, like counseling people so
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4 % 8 & e e = 5 » 5 e ¥ & » B s T s s m s @ s ® e s K s s s § s s s e s s s 8 e s s s 8 s s 4 & & s e & e N e
e & s & & ® = @ @ " & ® & & & & & & B ® 3 8B B B B " @ B B 8 % o & & ® # € ®° @ # 8 % ‘@ € W @4 @ @ @ & P T

C—
41 ® W B ® ®B B ® & & 8 & & B § & B 8 B F 8 B s 8 8 8 8 8 s % & = % ® ® B B B ® B P B ® B B B B B B B B B B 8 B B B B



they can be fully rehabilitated.”
I nodded to show I understood.
“There was a seventeen-year-old girl among the people
Grandma Satoko was taking care of. Her name was Yuko
Tanizaki, and she was a classmate of mine.” 3 We’ll Raise This Child as Our Own
Mom'’s eyes took on a distant look as the memories
came to her.
“My name back then was Shihoko Shinoda. Yuko and
I were really close. We called each other Shiho-chan and
Yu-chan...”

“Shiho-chaaaaaaan!”

It was after school. Shihoko turned around when her
name was called.

“Yu-chan.”

Yuko ran toward Shihoko, her hair floating in the
hreeze and the skirt of her sailor-style school uniform
swishing gracefully about her knees.

Yuko was exceptionally beautiful, and at that moment
she looked like someone straight out of a movie.

“Why are you going home so soon? Let’s go hang out
again somewhere today.”

Yuko made a pouty face.

“Hmm,” Shihoko said. “But isn’t my mom going over
to your house today?”
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“Is she?”
Yuko put on a wide-eyed expression and tried to look

innocent,

Yuko’s family, which had moved to town several
months ago, was in a bit of a complicated situation.

Her dad had a criminal record for theft, and her mom,
for drugs. What's more, Yuko herself was a habitual
shoplifter.

Shihoko’s mother, who was a probation officer, visited
their family once a week to offer counsel and give the

family advice on how to carry on with their lives.

“Both Mom and Dad are doing great these days. They
don’t hit me anymore. And me? I've been a good girl. |
haven’t stolen anything.”

“Hmm, I guess so0.”

“I"'m a model student, right?”

“Yeah...”

“And it’s all thanks to you, Shiho-chan.”

“What?”

Yuko flashed Shihoko a smile as bright as the sun.

“I mean, no one ever cared about me—only sleazebags
who wanted something. Shiho-chan, you're my first real

friend. I can tell you anything.”

“Yu-chan...”

“When I'm by myself, sometimes I feel so lonely...so
lonely I just can’t contain myself.”

Yuko threw her arms around Shihoko and rocked her
roughly from side to side.

“I'm glad I met you, Shiho-chan. 1 just love you to
pieces!™

Yuko didn’t care that they were in the middle of the
street. She kept repeating how much she loved Shihoko.

“Okay, I got it!”" Shihoko said, laughing. “I love you,
too. Yu-chan!”

“Really?”

Shihoko answered with a big nod and finally freed
herself from Yuko’s embrace.

“But go home today. You want to show my mom how
great you're doing, don’t you?”

Yuko was looking at Shihoko and pouting.

“Okay.”

And with that, she began lazily walking down the side
street leading to her house.



*

Shihoko hurried along the way she had been going.

She was going to be late.

She rushed along and turned left. A small park came
into view.

*“Shionoya-kun...I wonder if he’s already there...”

She had met Satoru Shionoya in the student council.

They had fallen into the habit of going home together
after the meetings, stopping to chat in the park.

The other day he had gently held Shihoko's hand and
told her he liked her.

He was Shihoko’s first love.

Student council was held only once every two weeks.

They couldn’t wait that long to see each other, so they
had chosen the day of Yuko’s probation observation for
their next meeting.

Shihoko’s heart pounded madly from the short run—
and her nerves.

“I'm sorry! Did you wait long?”

Satoru raised his head from the paperback he was
reading.

His fine-featured, intellectual face befitted him as
president of the student council.

L |
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“No, not much. Sit down and catch your breath.”

He smiled pleasantly.

“I got caught up with a friend.”

Shihoko had sat down on the bench and was wiping the
sweat from her forehead with a handkerchiet when...

“Oh, it’s Shiho-chan!™

Yuko appeared out of nowhere.

“Yu...Yu-chan...”

Yuko should have already been home.

She must have followed Shihoko after they parted
ways. Yuko was good at sports, so her skin was perfect,
without a drop of sweat.

“Am I getting in the way?”

Shihoko bit her lip.

“Not at all. Don’t just stand there, come sit with us.”

Yu-chan responded to Satoru’s invitation with a
brilliant smile.

“Is it really okay? I’ll join you, then.”

She sat down beside Satoru—not Shihoko.

“You’re Shionoya-senpai, right? The student council
president.”

“How did you know?”

“Well, you're smart and good-looking...and famous
for being just about perfect.”

.............................



“You're just teasing me. If I'm not wrong, you just
recently transferred in, right? And I see you're friends
with Shinoda-san.”

“That’s right. Really close. No secrets between us.”

“That’s great you’ve got a best friend. I’'m envious.”

“You don’t have one, Senpai?”

“Well, let’s see...a best friend...”

He couldn’t peel his eyes off her.

*Oh, by the way, what’s your name?”

“Mine? Yuko Tanizaki...that’s me!”

*So...Yuko-chan, then.”

Shihoko could only sit and listen in a daze.

Time flew by and night fell, so they decided to go
home.

Yuko and Satoru were going in the same direction, so
they walked home side by side.

The next morning Yuko came up next to Shihoko on
their way to school.
“That’s what you get for keeping secrets.”

1y "

“I trusted you...and now my bad habits are back.”
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“Don’t say that...”

Shihoko looked at Yuko with puffy eyes from not
getting a wink of sleep the night before.

“That’s because if I'd told you...”

“You were worried 1'd steal your boyfriend.”

Shihoko looked down.

“You didn’t trust me at all!”

Yuko stormed past.

“You're wrong! It’s because guys find you so
attractive...”

Yuko turned around.

Against the sun, it looked as if she were glaring
hatefully at Shihoko.

Finally, she spoke.

“You were just feeling sorry for me ‘cause you’re the
daughter of the probation officer.”

Yuko stopped coming to school the next day.

And Satoru evaded Shihoko’s eyes whenever they met
at school.

According to Shihoko’s mother, Yuko was spending
her days listlessly at home and her nights going out with
her boyfriend.

“All she does is brag about her boyfriend. Shihoko, do

...........................

you know him?”

“No.”

“Why don’t you go visit her? You two were best
friends.”

“Yeah...”

But Shihoko never made that visit.

Then she heard rumors that Satoru had started skipping
school, and that he had been removed as student council

president and his grades were plummeting.

Several months after the day the three of them had met
in the park, Yuko and Satoru disappeared, as if they had
cloped.

Even then a new life was growing within Yuko’s

body.

Five years passed.

Shihoko graduated from a local junior college and
entered into an arranged marriage with a man named Toru
Narita who worked for a trading house. She became the
mother of a little girl named Hatsumi, now two years old.

“Hatsumi finally fell asleep.”

............
...............



Shihoko had come back to her familial home with her
little girl for the first time in a long while. She sat down
beside her mother, Satoko.

Satoko had lost her husband two years before, and all
of her children were already out of the house, so she was
living alone.

Maybe it was because they lived near each other that
her youngest daughter visited the most often.

“Well then, let’s relax and have some tea.”

Satoko went toward the kitchen.

Then the doorbell rang. Ding dong.

“I'll get it.”

Shihoko stood up, undid the chain, and opened the door.

A woman and a skinny boy of about four were standing
there.

The woman—the boy’s mother?—was even skinnier
than he was.

“Shiho-chan...is it you?”

Shihoko hadn’t realized who it was until she heard the
voice.

“Yu-chan! Can it really be you? Yu-chan?”

“Yes, yes...”

Tears began rolling down Yuko’s cheeks.

The radiant beauty she had possessed five years ago

had completely disappeared.
Her complexion was dark, her eyes were dull, and she
even had some white hair.

“Look what has become of me...”

Shihoko and Satoko let the pair come inside and
decided first and foremost to listen to what Yuko had to
say.

“Where's Shionoya-kun?” Shihoko asked. Over the
years, her resentment had all but disappeared.

' “He left us about two years ago. At first he was working
hard, but then he said he wanted to go to university...he
said this wasn’t his life...”

“So you raised the child on your own?” Satoko
asked.

“Yes,” Yuko answered. “There was this cocktail bar
(hat would look after him in back while I...”

Yuko said she had met some guy at the bar. He worked
at a small factory and they were living together.

“What's your name, little boy?” Shihoko asked.

The boy kept his mouth clamped shut and would only
look down.

Maybe he was nervous. He didn’t move at all.

“His name is Shinogu,” Yuko answered for him.

............................................



“Shinogu-chan, huh? That’s a good name. Here, have
some candy. It tastes really good.”

Satoko gave the boy a piece of candy.

As she did so, Satoko was startled by something she
glimpsed beneath the boy’s ratty T-shirt.

*Excuse me.”

Satoko firmly made the child take off his shirt.

When the truth became apparent, Shihoko put her hand
over her mouth in shock.

The boy’s body was covered in horrible scars and
bruises.

“Is the man who lives with you responsible for this?”

Satoko gazed at Yuko with piercing eyes.

“When he loses at gambling...he...”

Shihoko, with tears in her eyes, helped the boy put his
shirt back on.

“And you. You're an alcoholic.”

Yuko reacted to Satoko’s comment by looking down.

“If that were not the case, the Yu-chan | knew would
have never come to look like this.”

Yuko started moaning as if in pain.

“And you hit him, too, don’t you?”

Crying, Yuko nodded deeply.

“I didn’t know what to do... It seems my parents got

...............................

divorced, but nobody knows where they are... Then I
remembered you and how much you had helped us so
long ago...”

Yuko was weeping bitterly, her head on the tatami
floor. Satoko and Shihoko looked into each other’s eyes.

“Stop. Don’t hit me!”

At the sound of the boy’s voice, Shihoko rushed into
the apartment.

“Don’t do anything unless I tell you to!”

Yuko was mercilessly striking her son in the face.

“What are you doing?”

Shihoko went into the room and snatched Shinogu
away from his mother.

The poor boy. Not only his body, but now his face, too,
wias swollen.

“How awful...”

“The little brat tried to hide the saké bottle...”

Yuko tried to hit Shinogu again, but Shihoko embraced
him tightly in protection.

Since Yuko had appeared at Satoko’s house, Shihoko
und her mother had been taking turns visiting her.

.............................
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Whenever they brought sweets or other food to her,
Yuko would bow her head to the tatami floor and thank
them over and over again.

Every single time, she promised to stop beating the
boy, to stop drinking, to leave the man she was living
with...

This went on for about half a year.

Instead of pulling herself together, however, Yuko just

got worse and worse.

“Hey, you’'re workin’ the bar tonight, aren’t ya?”

Shihoko’s body froze when she heard the man’s
voice.

He lay in the corner of a grungy room reading a
horseracing newspaper.

This was the first time she had seen the man—who
had stopped working a long time ago and was always out
gambling,

Maybe he didn’t have any money to gamble with
anymore.

He stood up and glowered at Shihoko.

“I want you to knock off all the favors. Because of
you, the kid is even less tolerable than before.”

He tore Shinogu from Shihoko’s arms and kicked him

in the stomach.

The impact knocked the boy all the way back to the
wall and into a sliding screen.

“Stop it!”

Shihoko threw herself past the boy’s mother, who was
just standing there stunned, and rushed toward Shinogu.

“Are you okay? That must have hurt. Are you all
right?”

Shinogu’s face was distorted in pain, but he didn’t say
4 word.

She hugged him and felt him ever so slightly hug her
hack.

Shihoko’s heart flared with anger.

“Do anything so cruel again, and I'll turn you in for
child abuse!”

As if not hearing Shihoko at all, the man began yelling
it Yuko.

“You be sure to get an advance on your salary tonight!
You got that?”

Kicking the clutter out of his way, he left the room.

“Where’s he going? There isn’t any money, right?”
Shihoko asked Yuko.

“If he’s here, the debt collectors will come...”

“Debt... Is it big?”

.............................
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*One point five million yen...”

“Before we knew it, it had gotten out of control...”

Yuko started pouring alcohol down her throat from a
bottle of saké she had just found.

“Stop it! You said you were going to stop.”

Shihoko tried to take the bottle, but Yuko snatched it
back with surprising strength.

“If I don’t have this, I can’t move. I get frustrated and
can't do anything. This feeling...this way of living...you
would never understand! You don’t know what those debt
collectors can do to you!”

She downed the rest of the bottle.

“Yu-chan! Don’t! Try harder. You have to get better.
You have Shinogu to think about. Don’t you feel sorry
about what this does to him?”

Yuko covered her face with her hands.

*“Shinogu...”

She burst into tears that wet her whole face.

“Let’s work on it together. Stop drinking, break up
with that good-for-nothing man of yours, and start a new
life with Shinogu!”

Shihoko shook Yuko by her bony shoulders.

“Shiho-chan...you’re so kind...even after the terrible

thing I did to you.”

“What are you talking about? That was a long time

e}

ago.

“I'm being punished for what I did to you when you

were such a good friend to me.”
“Yu-chan...”

Yuko smiled through her tears, then collapsed to the

floor,

“Yu-chan?”

Shihoko shook her, but Yuko lay limp. No response at

all.

“Yu-chan! Yu-chan! What happened?”

Something was wrong.

“Yu-chan, hang on!”

First of all, she needed to call an ambulance.

Shihoko grabbed the phone and dialed 911.

But the call didn’t go through. The phone service had
heen stopped.

“Shinogu-chan. Look after your mother.”

I'he boy nodded firmly.

Shihoko saw he would, then ran to use the neighbor’s

jphone.

............................................................



*®

After simple treatment at the hospital, Yuko was
transferred to a specialized institution.

However, she had lost the will to keep living.

She refused to eat, wouldn’t speak a word, and without
anyone at her bedside, passed away a week later.

She was only twenty-three years old.

While Yuko was in the hospital, Satoko looked after
Shinogu.

When the man Yuko had been living with didn’t show
up at the hospital or the funeral, Satoko left a note at his
apartment saying she would be taking care of Shinogu
from then on.

Shihoko was temporarily relieved.

This way, Shinogu would not have to live in terror.

Shihoko crouched down and put her hands on Shinogu’s
shoulders.

“Live your life to the fullest for your mom’s sake...for
Yu-chan.”

The very next day something happened.

“Mom?!”

Shihoko couldn’t believe her ears when the hospital

phoned.

Satoko had collapsed from a cerebral hemorrhage. She
was taken to the hospital but died soon after arrival.

“Mom...

Rubbing her mother’s already cold hands in her own.
Shihoko wept.

“You must have been tired...from taking care of Yu-
vhan,..and everything else.”

"It seems it was the boy who called the ambulance.”

A relative pointed at Shinogu.

The boy must have remembered everything Shihoko
hil done when his mother had fallen ill.

“What a good little boy,” someone else said. “Just
wmazing. Whose is he?”

“Oh, an acquaintance’s.”

Shihoko managed an ambiguous reply for the

maoment.

I'he funeral ended without incident and only relatives
remained afterward.

Shihoko’s mother had left a will, and there were no
problems whatsoever in handling the inheritance.

Shihoko raised her voice when everyone looked about
1eady to leave.



“Actually, I need to talk to you about this boy...”
Then she related the story of Yuko’s tragic life and
looked around at her relatives.
“Is there anyone who can take him in?”
“We hear what you’re saying, but...we don’t have the
extra money or space.”
“With three kids, it’s already hard.”
“We don’t have any kids, but my husband just hates
children.”
“It’s too late for me to raise any children at my age.”
“Why not hand him over to an orphanage?”
Shihoko shook her head.
“This boy needs affection. A family’s warm affection.”
“Then why don’t you take care of him, Shihoko?”
Without saying anything, Shihoko put her hands over
her stomach.
“Oh, you're already going to have your second.”
The conversation had reached a deadlock.
“Well then...doesn’t it make the most sense to return
him to the girl’s common-law husband?”
“No! If we do that...”
Shihoko was about to stand up...
...but froze when she saw the man who had just slipped

into the room.

........................

-------------------

Shinogu had been waiting in the next room. Shihoko
brought him to her and clutched the boy to her chest as if
10 show how much she did not want him taken away.

“What...what did you come here for?”

“Wow, so the old bag finally bit it, huh? That’s what
you get for going into someone else’s house and meddling
in their business.”

The man’s gaze passed over the faces of the relatives.

“What are you all looking at? I came to pick up
Shinogu—of course!”

“You didn’t even come to Yuko’s funeral!”

“That woman was useless. Useless!”

He cast a glance at Shinogu.

“But her brat may yet turn out to be of some value.
He's got mettle, and brains to go with it...”

“So what? I'll never give him to you.”

“Then who’s gonna take care of him?” the man said.

At this the room became so quiet you could have heard
it pin drop.

Raising any child not one’s own would be difficult,
but who would want to raise a child that a creep like this
was after?

“Huh? Who's gonna do it?”

He stamped a foot in irritation.



“[...T will. 'll take care of Shinogu,” Shihoko said.
“We'll raise him as our own.”
She knew that her husband Toru, sitting beside her,
was staring at her in disbelief.
A murmur passed around the room.
“Shiho-chan. do you know what you’re saying?”
“I wonder if she can handle it?”
The man crouched down by Shihoko and whispered
into her ear.
“I'1l let you, if you take the debt as well.”
“If you don’t...”
The man ran a finger lightly down Shinogu’s cheek.
The boy’s whole body went completely still—as if he
was petrified with fear.
“Okay...we’ll take that, too...”
Shihoko’s voice was trembling.
“That’s great to hear.”
The man stood up.
After a cursory look at Shihoko, he swaggered out of

the house.

*

Shihoko and her husband took Shinogu, who was still
recovering from the bruises he received from his mother
and her man, back home.

Shihoko spoke to the boy as he was sitting holding his

knees in a corner of the room.

“Shinogu-chan. You don’t have to worry about
anything anymore.”

"

“From today on this is your home. We’ll all live here
logether.”

A neighbor had looked after Hatsumi, who had a slight
lever, during the funeral. After Shihoko had picked her
up. she introduced her daughter to Shinogu.

“Hatsu-chan. This is Shinogu-kun.”

“Shinogu-kun?”

Hatsumi tilted her head to one side.

“Yes. Starting today, he’s your brother.”

Hatsumi’s eyes brightened with delight.

“Brudder? Hami-tan want brudder.”

Hatsumi moved toward Shinogu.

“Brudder, brudder.”
Shinogu hid himself behind Shihoko.

.........



“Why hiding?”
“Your brother is a little shy,” Shihoko said and

smiled.

She thought that despite all the difficulties that lay
ahead, the smiles of the children would save her every
single time.

But first and foremost, she had to bring back Shinogu’s
smile. She swore to herself she would.

That night Shihoko and Toru faced each other across
the table.

“] am so sorry. To make the decision myself like
that...”

Shihoko apologized to her husband with her head hung
low.

“How in the world did something like this happen?”

Shihoko hadn’t told Toru much about how she had
been taking care of Yuko and Shinogu.

“I didn’t want to worry you.”

“Hmmm...” Toru growled sourly. “And it turns out
Shinogu is the child of your first love.”

“Yes, but anyone who’d seen what I had would have
wanted to do something.”

“There’s a limit to being kind! We're going to have
another baby, you know.”

.........................




“I'm so sorry.”

“You don’t have to apologize anymore.”

“But there’s one more thing 1 need to apologize for.”

Then Shihoko muttered that she had also taken up
Yuko's 1.5-million-yen debt.

“What?”

So that’s what that man whispered in your ear, Toru

thought, biting his lip.

“So what are we going to do about that?”

“I'm thinking about paying it with the inheritance
from my mother,” Shihoko said. “I think Mom would be
happy if it meant saving Shinogu-chan.”

“Hmmmm..."

“Please. Think of him as our own...and take good care
of him... After the baby is born, I'll work part-time to
help make ends meet.”

At first Toru was silent.

Eventually he said, “I'm not going to go out of my
way for him.”

Shihoko smiled.

“You're...you're already doing more than enough,

Tor...”

Shihoko went to the children’s room. Shinogu was
sleeping like the dead. He must have been through
countless sleepless nights by now. Hatsumi, asleep beside
him, was mumbling in her sleep.

“Brudder. Let's pway, Brudder.”

Shihoko thought how great it would be if her daughter
Hatsumi, always friendly, could revive Shinogu’s spirits.

“Help me out, Hatsumi. Okay?”

Shihoko softly ran her hands through her three-year-
old daughter’s bangs.

.................



-------------------------

4 You’re Not Alone

Mom drew in another deep breath.

“And that’s the end of the story.”

I nodded, trembling.

I had never imagined that Shinogu had such a past...

When he came to our house I was only three years old,
so I just took it naturally that T had a new brother.

I didn’t have the slightest idea why he was now taking
on so many different part-time jobs.

I was so clueless...and was always saying Shinogu
this and Shinogu that and relying on him.

“Shinogu,” Mom said.

Shinogu raised his head slightly.

“I didn’t take you because I had to. I took you because

I cared about you.”

NS

“I"m so happy that you grew up to be such a great young
man. You're so tender and caring toward your sisters,
and—even though it doesn’t come from us—you're
intelligent and good-looking, too! Really, Shinogu, you
are the Narita family’s pride and joy.”

Shinogu lowered his head again, as if nodding.

“You wanted to go to medical school but gave up
because of the money, but for you, your father and I
would have done whatever it took to come up with it.”

Dad, who had been quiet all this time, finally opened
his mouth.

“It’s just as your mom says. When you had just arrived,
| couldn’t forgive your mother for making a decision like
that without consulting me. If I unconsciously treated
you coldly, I have to apologize for that...”

Shinogu shook his head emphatically.

“I never noticed anything like that.”

That’s understandable.

Shinogu was always being hit and abused until he
came into our home.

“Now, you may do as you wish, Shinogu. We’ll stand
beside you whatever decision you make. You can make

yvour own choice.”



When it came to the annulment of adoption...

I think Shinogu had already made his decision.

To be free?

Or because of his internal suffering? Because of...
me.

“I was five years old, so I do remember a little...but I'm
really happy you told me all this. And while I don’t know
how to say it very well, thank you for everything...”

Shinogu was looking down and speaking softly.

His bangs were covering half of his face, so I couldn’t
see his expression.

But I think he was crying...

Fighting back my own tears, I took Shinogu’s hand,
which was atop the sofa, and held it tightly so our parents
wouldn’t see.

Shinogu turned almost imperceptibly toward me.

His eyes, now barely visible through his hair, were
wet, as I had expected.

And his hands were trembling.

Shinogu.

Have all those bruises you got when you were little
really healed?

It must have been so hard.

It must have been so lonely...

............................

But you're not alone anymore.
We're here for you, and even if you annul your
adoption...I can’t say it well, but 'm always on your side

and I’1l always be there for you.
Shinogu smiled slightly, as if he knew what 1 was

thinking.



5 If Your Happiness Runs Out,
I’ll Give You Mine

Shinogu left the house early the next morning. He said
he had to work, so he was going back to Kunitachi.

“I"m leaving too!”

I was slipping on my shoes as fast as I could when my
mom yelled for me.

“Going to school so early? Can you take out the
trash?”

“Not today. | gotta go.”

The door slammed shut behind me and I drew a deep
breath.

As if | had time to take out the trash!

I’d probably end up having Mrs. Tachibana tell me
something like, “After all, compatibility is a matter of
being equals.”

Anyway, I started following Shinogu.

When he got to the station, he went to the platform for
trains heading away from Kunitachi.

“I knew it...”

He changed trains twice before getting off at a small
station. I shadowed his every move as skillfully as a
professional detective.

After a short walk, he stopped in front of a building.
[t looked abandoned. No more than ruins, really. Half of
the doorplate —which bore the name we had heard from
Mom yesterday —had been chipped off.

From behind, Shinogu looked lonely as he stood in
front of what was once an institution for alcoholics.

I watched him from my hiding place behind a nearby
telephone pole. In my heart, though. I wanted to run out
and throw my arms around him.

“Shinogu...”

It was an almost inaudible whisper, but...

“It’s about time you came out from there.”

[ jumped in surprise, then I slowly walked over beside
him.

“Uh...how long have you known I was following
you?”

“Since right after we left home.”



“Erg...”

“Hatsumi, you’d never make a good detective.”

w6

Shinogu and I looked up at the dilapidated structure.

“It’s a bit sad, isn’t it?”

“Yeah...”

*Shinogu, you're not thinking about looking for your
biological father, are you?” I asked, afraid of how he
might answer.

Shinogu’s biological father was Satoru Shionoya,
Mom’s first love.

He’d been president of the student council. That’s why
Shinogu’s so smart.

No wonder my brother is so different from me and
Aka-chin!

His dad is probably someone important by now.

Shinogu shook his head in response to my question.

“No, I don’t want to meet him.”

Was I ever relieved to hear that!

If Shinogu found his real dad, he might choose to
become a member of that family rather than ours...

...........................

“To tell the truth, it’s not like I would want to see my
mother either, even if | could. T was always so scared of
her, and she was always so angry at me. That’s the only
image | have of her.”

“But isn’t that why you came here? Because you wish
you could see her?”

Shinogu shook his head.

“She was here. She died here. I just wanted to make sure
of that, That's all. It’s strange, but that’s all I wanted.”

“It’s funny, isn’t it? | guess I'd be lying if I said I didn’t
want to meet her, but the truth is, when I try to picture my
mother, I only see the face of our mom. The same goes
for Dad. Thankfully, this opportunity arose to make me
realize that I am Shinogu Narita...”

*Shinogu...”

Shinogu—usually quiet—was being really talkative,
maybe to help him organize his thoughts.

“I...when T first started settling into life with the
Naritas, even though I was only a child, I thought, at least
['m not being hit every day for God knows what...and,
quite the opposite, you and Mom both cared for me so
much, calling me ‘big brother’ and ‘son’...and Dad,

while he’s never easy to read, watched out for me silently



(I

but affectionately. I thought maybe I was learning what it
meant to be happy.”

Shinogu paused for a breath.

*“Then one day I was overcome by fear. You know how
there’s a limit to how many chocolates and sweets you
can have? Like that...I thought, what if there is also a
limit to the amount of happiness you can have? If ['m this
happy now, maybe it’s all going to run out soon. I can’t
let that happen. I should be careful how much happiness I
use up. If I don’t, it’ll run out. I was worrying about that
all the time.”

“Shinogu...”

I was so used to the happy life | was leading that I'd
never thought about it.

But Shinogu, who had experienced some of the worst
the world has to offer, thought about things like that.

“Even now, the fact that you're here...together with
me...makes me so happy. Maybe my lifetime’s worth of
happiness is about to run out.”

Shinogu shrugged his shoulders wryly.

“That won’t happen,” I said.

I couldn’t stand to hear him talk that way.

“If your happiness runs out, I'll give you mine.”

“Hatsumi...”
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“There's bound to be more if we put our happiness
together, and if that’s not enough, we can work hard to
make more. I'll make more happiness and put it in your
pocket. And just so it’ll never run out, I'll always add
more...whole gobs!”

Shinogu’s eyes were fixed on me.

He was clenching his fists inside his coat pockets as if
trying to hold something back...

I stared at him anxiously.

Had I just made a confession of love? What would I do
if he took it that way?

I hadn’t meant it to sound that way. I had just wanted
to cheer him up because he was saying such sad things.

Shinogu smiled as if to tell me he understood.

“Hatsumi, you're the sweetest.”

Shinogu patted my head gently.

“Hey, if you don’t hurry up, you'll be late for
school.”

“Oh...you’re right. I'll probably miss my first class.
Dammit!”

“Shall we go, then?”

Shinogu spun around, putting the building behind him.

His spirits seemed brighter than T had seen for quite

some time.

.............................



I thought it would be great if he had finally found some
closure.

We took off in a jog for the station.

Shinogu.

You've become more of a Narita than ever, haven't
you?

So never leave me.

Don't annul your adoption. ..

...whatever your reasons.

Please...don't do 1t.

I repeated these words softly within my heart again
and again.
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6 We Just Missed Each Other

Spring break.
When I took out the trash one morning, all the

housewives had formed a circle and were deep in
conversation.

“Did something...happen?”

*Oh, well if it isn’t Hatsumi Narita!”

They pulled me into their circle.

“The Tachibanas are leaving the complex.”

“What?”

“You're Ryoki’s girlfriend, aren’t you? Tell us why
they’re leaving.”

Startled, all I could do was stammer.

“Uh, well...me and Ryoki...we aren’t dating
anymore...”
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“Really?!”
They closed in on all sides.
“Urgh! Excuse me. I need to go now.”

I scurried out of the circle and somehow got away.

Ryoki...is leaving...

He’s leaving...

My legs unconsciously led me to that place—the
landing at the top of the emergency stairs.

Ryoki’s secret base.

The metal stairs clanged under my feet.

I went up slowly.

But Ryoki wasn’t there.

The landing was where Ryoki and I began, where he
pushed me down the stairs when we were kids.

When T was his slave...and then his girlfriend-in-
training, I could always find him there.

A lonely wind was blowing across the landing now
that its master was absent.

If Ryoki had been there, what would we have done?

But I guess we just missed each other.

Nothing could be truer.

...........................
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Later that day, Akane burst into my room brimming
with excitement.

“You went out with Subaru today, didn’t you? What
happened?” I asked.

“Hatsumi, before we get to that, I've got some hot
news for you. I came back from my date early because I
wanted to tell you so bad!”

Aka-chin plopped down in front of me and opened her
mouth.

“Mr. and Mrs. Tachibana have decided on a separation
that will eventually lead to a divorce.”

“Huh?”

“You wanna know why?”

“Y-yes.”

Aka-chin scooted closer.

“Because it came out that Mr. Tachibana once had an
affair!”

Omigod. ..

“Aka-chin, where did you hear this?”

“Subaru heard it all from Ryoki. But there’s more.
Who do you think was his mistress? Huh? Huh?”

_________________________

“Now don’t be surprised. It was Azusa’s dead mom!”
It would have been better, Aka-chin, if you had never

found out...
Apparently Ryoki had spilled the whole story to both

his parents.

I can just imagine the look on Mrs. Tachibana’s face
when she heard.

According to Aka-chin, Ryoki’s father wasn’t surprised
at all. Rather, he owned up to his love for Azusa’s mom,
and then refused to apologize.

“But it majorly irks me that Dad was used as the fall
guy all this time.”

Aka-chin snorted angrily.

I thought a minute, and then put it to her flat.

“Akane, you can't say a word about this to Mom.”

“I know, I know...”

She pressed her lips together, and then went on.

“And do you wanna know about Ryoki?”

She looked at me searchingly.

“No...not really.”

“You sure? Really sure? Really, really sure?”
“Ok...um...I'll listen. Just in case,” I said faintly.
Aka-chin beamed.

“Now...who do you think Ryoki will go live with, his

..........................
-----------------------



father or his mother?”

That father.

That mother.

I couldn’t imagine Ryoki choosing either one.

The Tachibanas, although they look like a family,
aren’t really a family at all. That’s why Ryoki could never
understand why I care about my family the way I do.

“I don’t know.”

Seeing me give up, Aka-chin rattled off the answer.

“He’s going to live in the school dormitory. Right now
he’s staying in a hotel and being taken care of by his maid,
Mariko-san.”

No matter what happens, there’s always someone there
for Ryoki.

He’s never completely alone. Not like Shinogu. Not ever.

But Mariko-san told me something once.

“Please, always be there for Ryoki-sama,” she said.
“Be there for him, because he has always been alone.”

[ think even Ryoki himself may not have noticed how
alone he is...

“So you wanna know the name of the hotel?”

Aka-chin leaned in even closer.

“Are you really sure you're okay breaking up with him
like this? He’s never going to come back to the complex,

..............................

you know.”

*Yeah...”

I nodded.

“So it seems you really have moved on to your next
big crush!”

“Huh?”

She poked me in the arm.

“To Shinogu!”

“It’s...it"s nothing like that...yet.”

“Yet?” She laughed mischievously.

I blushed so red I couldn’t speak and waved my hands
frantically.

Without an ounce of regard for the state I was in, Aka-
chin just kept going. Not so loud, Aka-chin!

“Yes! Yes! Compared to Ryoki, Shinogu’s much better!
There’s nothing to wait for, Hatsumi, so why don’t you
two get iton!”

“Aka-chin, you move way too fast...”

“Come on, Hatsumi! Love is perishable! If you don’t
eat it while it’s ripe, it’ll go bad!”

“I...I know, but...”

“Puh-leez, you're giving me a headache! Fromnow on,
I'm teaching you the rules of love!”

Aka-chin launched into a sermon that lasted until Mom



shouted at us through the door.
“Girls! Quiet down!”
Sigh. Never a dull moment...

7 At This Rate, You Two Will
Never Be Happy

Two days later Shinogu called my cell phone.

“Shinogu, how are you? Are you eating okay? You
haven’t caught a cold, have you?”

It felt as if I hadn’t heard his voice for a long time, so
[ just kept rattling on.

“What’s with you? You sound like we haven’t seen
each other in years!”

I could hear him laughing at the other end of the line.

“Anyway,” he went on, “they’re short of hands at that
café where you worked before, and T was wondering if
you could help us out again.”

“’11 do it. I"1] definitely do it. Asahi stayed on, right?
I’ve had so much spare time, this’ll be perfect!”

............................................................
..............................................................
......................................................



“Oh, you're leaving too, Hatsumi?”

Aka-chin was also getting ready to go out.

“Yep. I gotta go to work at that café where I helped out
before.”

“Mm-hmm..,Shinogu works there too, right?”

I coughed.

“What about you?”

“Me? Do 1 even need to tell you?” She giggled.

Aka-chin took my hand and we dashed out the door.

“You'll be going to the same high school,” I said. “You
don’t need to see each other every day.”

“Yeah, but I'm counting on having my first real sex
before spring break is over!”

Oh, I get it. Sleeping with Subaru would be her real
first time. With someone she really cares about, anyway.

I laughed in understanding. Yeah...good luck, Aka-
chin.

Subaru and Asahi waved to us as we ran into the
complex’s central courtyard.

Subaru blushed when he saw me.

“Subaru...what are you blushing at Hatsumi for?”

Aka-chin looked about ready to blow, but Asahi just
laughed.
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“Now, now, Akane, this is the first time for Subaru to
see Hatsumi as his girlfriend’s sister, so he’s just a little
nervous. Isn’t that right, Suba?”

Aka-chin’s expression softened when she saw Subaru
turn even redder and look away. Asahi had guessed
correctly.

“Hey, look over there!”

Asahi pointed to where a bunch of the complex’s
housewives had gathered.

It was the same sight as always, but the person in the
center was different.

After Mrs. Tachibana left. her position had been taken
over by a Mrs, Honda, but she didn’t have nearly the
impact or presence of her predecessor.

“Mrs. Honda seems nice, so maybe from now on this
place will be a little more peaceful,” Asahi said.

“Yeah, so much happened between the Naritas and
Tachibanas.”

“Yeah...”

A lot had happened.

It was one incident after the next, so I was always in a
panic.

What should I do...? Why is God so cruel?

I was always wondering about stuff like that.

..............................



But, for the moment at least, we were at peace.,

[ felt a bit lonely and sad, though... Had I made the
right choice?

“By the way, has anyone seen Azusa lately?”

My friends shook their heads at Akane’s question.

“] wonder if he’s getting along well with his new
family now that his father’s remarried,” I muttered.

“Yikes! We don’t have much time, Hatsumi-chi! We
gotta go!”

At Asahi’s urging, we parted in pairs to the left and right.

“What’s up? Long time no see!”

Shinogu’s roommate and part-time workmate, Kazama,
came up to me as soon as I walked into the café.

“It’s great to work with a high school cutie such as
yourself again!” he said. “But no dishes this time. You're
helping us on the floor. You've been promoted.”

He handed me a uniform.

Jeez. I was, like, totally freaking out.

“If you have any questions, ask Asahi-chan or

Shinogu.”

90

Asahi, who had already put on her uniform, was
waving to me from out among the tables.
Was I going to be okay?

“Three coffees, two café-au-laits, and one iced cocoa,
please.”

“Got it. Two black teas, one latté, and one spaghetti
carbonara.”

“Huh? What’s wrong with this waitress? [ wanna talk
to the manager! Where’s the manager?”

“May I help you?”

Shinogu was beside me in a heartbeat.

“Let me pour you some water...”

“Excuse me!”

“Yes?”

| turned my head.

“You gonna take our order anytime soon?”

“Yes. Just a moment, please.”

“Gaaaaah!!!”

[ turned around when the customer in front of me
yelled. The whole table was soaking wet.

Shinogu ran over with a towel.

a1



“We're really sorry. Are your clothes okay?”

“Excuse me!”

*Yes?”

“Here! Over here!”

“Yes! In a minute!”

While I had been bustling back and forth, a banana peel
from a parfait had fallen from my tray onto the floor.

And now it’s...oh no...beneath my feeeeeeeeeet!

Th-thump!

Craaaash!!!

I was on the verge of careening into a nearby customer
when Shinogu slid in to the rescue...and just in time!

“T-I am so sorry!”

“Shinogu, I'm so sorry. I caused you nothing but
trouble today. I bet they’ll fire me.”

I was apologizing in a fit of misery.

“Everyone makes mistakes on their first day. Don’t
worry. You were actually quite popular. The customers
were saying how cute you were.”

“Really? You sure?”

“So don’t worry about it. Just do your best.”
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As Shinogu had predicted, I got used to working the floor
a little more each day, and before long I was having fun.

But perhaps I should give all the credit to Shinogu,
who led me by the hand and taught me everything and
made it all so easy to understand.

“Thanks. I enjoyed the meal.”

“The food was great.”

When customers left the café saying things like that, it
really made me happy.

“Good job today.”

When we were all done cleaning up, Kazama drove
me and Asahi to the station, and then he and Shinogu
drove on to their next job, which was at a club.

For some reason that bummed me out.

If possible, I wanted to go home with Shinogu, but he
goes to the apartment in Kunitachi when his night jobs

are done.

[ hesitated a little when I first got back home, but then
made up my mind and sent an e-mail to Azusa’s cell

phone.

............................
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<Azusa...how ya been? Worried cuz I haven't seen u
lately. Let me know if u need anything.>

A little while later, the phone rang.

“Hatsumi, it’s me.”

“Azusa! Where are you?”

He laughed.

“I'm home. Why so worried?”

“I thought you might have run away like before and
gotten everybody upset.”

“I won’t ever do that again. There’s nowhere else for
me to go. I found that out last time.”

“Azusa...”

“I decided to leave home...but the right way this
fime.”

“What do you mean the ‘right’ way?”

“I"'m moving into my model agency president’s condo,
and she’s moving into a different one,”

“I need to pay rent, so I guess I'll be modeling again.
At least for a while.”

“It didn’t work out with your new family?”

“Well, they're decent enough people, but I just don’t
feel that close to them. Didn’t I tell you before that there’s
only one family for me?”



“My dad understood. It’s a brand new start, Hatsumi!
Can you be happy for me?”

“Of course. So when are you leaving?”

“Tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow? Why so suddenly?”

If 1 hadn’t e-mailed him, he would have left without
telling me.

Pretty mean...

“I already sent all my things.”

“Uh-huh...”

“If you wanna come see me off, be at the central
entrance of the complex at nine tomorrow morning.”

“Okay. I'll tell everyone.”

“I only want to see you. I can see everyone else at
school.”

“Only...me...”

“Yeah. Well, tomorrow then!”

Why only me?

“Hey!”
Azusa raised his hands.

He didn’t have anything more than a small bag with him.

Maybe because it was Sunday, not many people were
outdoors at the complex.

“Thanks for coming to see me off.”

“Sure. But I'm still worried.”

“Man! You haven’t changed a bit. You're always
worried about someone other than yourself! You're
always worried about me or Shinogu! Did you know
how much that always pissed off that four-eyed moron
Ryoki?”

Azusa chuckled.

[ looked down.

“By the way, whatever happened with you and
Shinogu?”

“He told you he loves you, right?”

I nodded.

“He has that form to annul his adoption by the Naritas
all filled in already just so he can go out with you legally
any time.”

“I...1 just don’t understand it all very well,” I replied.

“What don’t you understand?”

“My feelings...or Shinogu’s.”

“You gotta be kidding! Mr. straight-as-an-arrow

.............................................
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s b @ e B @ e « W R SN % # = & F 5 B F e 8 ® & & & ¥ & ¥ " = ¥ % = % 0w
- - L] . - - - . - L] - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - . - . . - L] L] -
- - - - - - - - - - .
.o-i-lu'to-a.-oo-...p'..'.....'.. P T T R T N DT N T T B N R T
PO Cile T T A R e R R N R e F AP e el it e i P MR f % *» & 8 8 8 8 & ® 8 8 4 B S B S E B & 8 B O G S 8 B G S e e



..............................

Shinogu has been crazy about you ever since he came to
the Naritas, and his feelings wouldn't change so easily!”

“No...but...even though we’re working together now,
he acts exactly the same way as he did before.”

But he did kiss me inside the elevator that once...

And...he held me a couple of times, too.

He even asked me if I could ever love him the way a
girl loves a guy...

All these memories were like scenes from a dream.

“He may have already given up on me.”

“Oh, please!”

“Ryoki was like that, too. And while I was serious
about the breakup, I was still shocked when right after
we separated I saw him plastered all over this chick who
was pretty, smart, and had big boobs!”

Azusa sighed, and he seemed to be looking around. I
was so worked up, though, that I didn’t think to ask why.

“You can never be sure someone really loves you,” I
said timidly.

Azusa shook his head.

“Shinogu probably just wanted to leave you alone
while you were unsure of your feelings.”

“You really...think so?”

“But, that aside, how do you feel about him?”

"

And that was the crucial question. Point-blank.

“Uh...um...”

I fumbled around for an answer,

The situation had probably reached the state it had
because I was unable to respond to Shinogu right away
when he confessed his love for me.

If I asked myself now, however, if I could throw myself
mto his arms, not in desperation, but for real...I didn't
think I could.

“But then...I think my feelings are a little different
than they were before.”

“Really?”

Azusa looked up.

“Yeah. There was this time when I felt as if Shinogu
was going to disappear somewhere when he annulled his
adoption. Back then I didn’t want him to leave because |
would miss him...but now if T think about him leaving, |
leel like my heart is shriveling up...and it hurts.”

“That’s a good thing, isn’t it?”

Azusa smiled.

“Hatsumi, you and Shinogu are growing closer to each
other every day.”

“You...you really think so?”

“You're taking it slow, though. Not like with Ryoki.”



................

“But I can’t say anything to Shinogu before it’s time. 1
need to be sure of my feelings.”

I shook my head.

“Ahhh-ah...”

Azusa stretched his arms over his head and let out a
big yawn.

“God dammit! You and Shinogu! Why do you two
always think about other people’s happiness before your
own? At this rate, you two will never be happy! In a way,
1 guess you are perfect for each other.”

He was talking a little louder than was necessary.

“Azusa, is there someone else here?”

I started to look around, but Azusa made me look
straight at him.

“Well, I'm taking off,” he said. “Let’s meet up again
sometime, okay? Oh, but I guess we’ll see each other at
school.” He laughed.

Then he turned and walked away, raising one arm in
farewell.

“Thanks, Azusa.”

He raised his other arm in response.

A while ago, Azusa hurt me really bad.
When he heard from a detective that my father had

been having an affair with his mother, he chose me as the
thing my father held most dear. He became my boyfriend
to put me off my guard, and then he sicced his triends on
me. ..

But even after all that [ still saw him as a friend. When
[ thought of his sadness and isolation, I just couldn’t make
myself hate him.

A long time ago...he gave me flowers for my
birthday.

I didn’t want to lose my precious childhood buddy.

I waved until he was out of sight, and then I went back
to my room.

Right afterward Shinogu appeared from behind a
nearby elm tree, but I didn’t notice.

[ had no idea that Azusa had called up Shinogu a few
minutes after getting off the phone with me the night
before and had arranged for Shinogu to be present that
morning to hear my feelings.

Shinogu’s feelings hadn’t changed a bit...

He was fighting to hold back his desire to have me for

his own.



I didn’t know he was hiding his feelings for me in
order not to cause me any further suffering by moving
too fast like before.
I also didn't know the secret determination he had
made there that day... 8 I Want to Stand by Shinogu
Forever as a Friend
Things can’t stay this way...

I need to tell Hatsumi my feelings...

There’s the café...

And the nightclub...

And he sometimes works as a bartender or private
tutor.

Including all his temporary jobs, I wonder how many
jobs Shinogu has.

*Tour conductor?!”

Everyone in the living room was surprised.

“Yeah. They pay pretty well.”

“But don’t you need some kind of certification to do
that?” Aka-chin asked, tilting her head.

“I’'m not the main conductor. I'm like an assistant.”

“Shinogu, you don’t have to work so hard.”

Mom sighed. She didn’t know that Shinogu had

..................................................



actually collapsed once from exhaustion.

Shinogu’s only response was a slight smile.

He was worried about more than just the money Mom
and Dad had spent in feeding him and putting him through
school. According to the story Mom had told us a few
days earlier, there was also the debt she took up from the
man Shinogu’s real mother had been living with.

No matter how much Mom insisted Shinogu didn’t
need to pay back the money, he wouldn’t rest until he had
repaid it all. He’s like that.

“Okay, Hatsumi and Akane, let’s go.”

Shinogu picked up his bag.

It was the first day of the new school year.

Shinogu was now a sophomore in college.

I was a third-year high school student.

Akane had just entered the same high school as me as
a first-year student.

I was in my third year.

I guessed that meant | had to start thinking about the
future and whatnot.

“Aka-chin, that’s a huge lunch box you got there.”

She giggled. “It’s part of a new plan. I'm going on
my first schoolyard lunch date with Subaru. I'm going to
make my lunch every day.”

..................

I guessed that meant her plan to clinch it with Subaru
during spring break hadn't worked out.

Mom shrugged her shoulders as if wondering how
long Akane’s latest plan would last.

“I'm outta here, Mom!”

“Akane, it’s your turn to take out the trash. Got it?”

It was a usual morning at the Naritas.

In the short time it took Akane to take out the trash, |
decided to ask Shinogu a question.

*Shinogu...”

“Yeah?”

I lowered my eyes.

*Oh, nothing.”

“What is it? Now you’ve got me curious.”

Shinogu came home sometimes, and when he did he
often spent time talking to Mom, and occasionally Dad,
about something.

Probably the annulment. I wondered what was going
on.

| hoped he’d stay Shinogu Narita at least until he was
done with college.

The annulment bugged me so much I couldn’t get it
out of my head.

But I was too afraid to ask about it...

.......



“Forget it. It’s not important.”
“Okay, then I’'m going on ahead.”
All alone, I saw him off.

About one week later...

“I'm home!” Shinogu called from the entrance.

Asahi had come over to hang out. We exchanged
glances.

“Welcome back!”

We went to greet him, but he wasn't alone.

A young woman was hanging onto his arm like she
owned him.

“Hi! I'm in one of Shinogu’s seminars. I'm Wakana
Nanami.”

She was beautiful. Long hair fell in soft curls around
her sharply defined features.

She introduced herself in a voice brimming with
confidence.

Both Asahi and 1 swallowed audibly. Before I could
stop myself, I glanced at her breasts.

They were...sizeable.

This alone filled me with a sense of inferiority.
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------------

“l didn’t have any plans for after my job at the café
today. She just happened to be there so she came tagging
along when I got off.”

Shinogu’s the kind of person who can'’t say no.

“Anyway, come on in. Nana.”
13 !T!‘

Did he just call her “Nana”?

Such. ..intimacy...

She came inside the house with a great show of interest,
looking around as if performing an inspection. When she
was done she settled down on the sofa.

“This is Hatsumi, the elder of my two sisters.”

I nodded.

“She’s cute, but she doesn’t look like you at all,
Shinogu!”

Wham! She hit me right where it hurts.

“And this here is Hatsumi’s friend Asahj. She lives in
the complex.”

“Is that s0? But it’s not our first time to meet. you know.”

At Wakana’s words, Asahi nodded uncomfortably. She
looked half sick.

“You know how T kept working at the café even after

spring break was over? She came in a couple times while
[ was there.”

I guess Wakana would stand out. Even if Asahi wasn’t
the one who took her order.

*Dad lives away from home for work, Mom’s at her
part-time job, and my other sister is probably out on a
date. My little brother is in the complex’s nursery. That
about says it for my family.”

Shinogu went into the Kitchen to get us something to
drink.

The three of us were stuck with each other on the
sofa.

*So, Hatsumi, all you need is an older sister.”

“Uh...yeah. I guess you could say that,”

Wakana wore a smile as pure and white as a lace
handkerchief.

“You can think of me as your older sister if you want,”
she said.

FiUm---S‘

“If you do, then I'll be able to come visit again!”

Asahi poked me in the side.

She was shaking her head.

“What?” I whispered, but Wakana interrupted before
Asahi could reply. |

“What’s your name, again?” Wakana asked. “Oh,
right! Asahi!”

..............



..............................

Wakana lowered her voice and leaned forward.

“I think I should let you know that you’ll never make
it with Shinogu.”

Asahi gasped. Wakana had seen through to her feelings
perfectly in only two visits to the café.

“See, there are at least three Shinogu Narita fan clubs
at the university. There’s even a tour of Shinogu Narita’s
part-time jobs. Since he doesn’t show any interest in girls,
though, there was a time when a rumor spread about him
not going that way.”

At least I knew that “gay” did not apply to Shinogu.

“He plays so hard to get that it’s become a matter of
womanly pride to get my hands on him.”

Wakana was getting worked up.

“Lucky for me he agreed to the tour conductor job.
I'm gonna go all out.”

And just like that, right there in front of Asahi and me, she
bluntly declared her intention to make Shinogu her own.

“Root for me, okay?”

“Sorry to have kept you waiting. Careful, they're
hot.”

Shinogu came back with four of his special hot orange
drinks.
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“Wow! These are good,” Asahi said.

I nodded in agreement. -

Shinogu made them for us at the café sometimes.
Looking a little bored, Wakana dumped hers down her

throat in one shot.
“Owowowow! Hot! Hot

1‘}9

“I told you it was!”

Just then, Shinogu’s cell phone rang.

“Yeah...okay...I got it.”

After hanging up, Shinogu rose to his feet.

“§omeone called in sick at my bartending job. I gotta

go in right away.” )
“I"1l go, too! We can walk to the station together.

Wakana was on her feet in a flash. She wasn’t going to
let the slightest opportunity slip through her clutches.

Asahi shook me by the shoulders.
“The nerve! It doesn’t bother you that she might start

dating Shinogu?”

[ ”

“She certainly is pretty, and she may not be such a bad



person. But...the one he’s really in love with is...”
I felt something stir within my heart.

I was shocked when I heard from Kazama that Asahi
had fallen in love with Shinogu. Even that Wakana girl

had figured it out in no time at all.

Why am I so slow?
“Asahi...I didn’t know. I'm so sorry.”
“What are you talking about?”

"It must’ve been terribly hard for you..."”
“I'm all right.”

“How can that be?”

“It’s not such a bad thing to see the one you love be

happy.”
“Asahi...”
Asahi smiled and blushed.

“You probably already know, but let me tell you
everything myself.”

She took me by the hand and led me outside.

“L...” And then Asahi continued:

| “I have been hopelessly in love with Shinogu ever
since you guys moved here. But perhaps I should say
"worship’ rather than ‘love.’ T mean, he's sweet and good-
looking and...just plain perfect!

........

........

“He was always the most popular boy with all the girls
in his class.

“My brother got all the good looks in my family, so
| ended up the ugly one. I'm nothing special at all and
definitely not good enough for Shinogu.

“Bven if I can’t be his girlfriend, though, maybe 1 can
be his friend.

“I've helped countless other girls tell him they like
him. But he wasn’t interested in any of them.

“He probably already has someone he likes.

“That’s what I always thought.

“What kind of person could she be? I just had to
know.

“But...

“Then 1 found out that he wasn’t your parents’
biological child...

«And that the one he has always been in love with was
you.

“Suddenly everything made sense.

“[ don’t want to tell him that I'm in love with him now
and end up making him feel uncomfortable.

“I'm happy the way things are right now. 1 want to
stand by Shinogu forever as a friend.”



“Asahi...”
[ wiped away my tears.
“That’s why I'wanted so bad for you to return Shinogu’s

feelings.”
“Yes...I understand...” I said through my sobs,

Shinogu, even way back then, you...

When I thought about that, the pain inside increased.
My heart began beating wildly.

[ had never felt like that before.

“L...I'm going to tell Shinogu how I feel...”

“All right!”

Asahi slapped me on the back.

“You go, girl! Knock that college babe outta the

| ki)

way
Asahi jumped to her feet.
“Luuuv confession! Luuuv.. confession!”
Asahi—who may have liked Shinogu much more than
me —had given me the kick in the pants and the courage
I needed.
As I watched her prance around in high spirits, 1 held
my hands before me in two clenched fists and forced back

my tears.
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9 1 Haven’t Told Him Yet that He’s
the One I Love Best and I Won’t Let
Anyone Take Him Away!

“Hello? Hatsumi?"

A few days later I got a phone call from Wakana.

“How did you get this...”

“I got it from Shinogu.”

What was he thinking?

“And you might not have heard it from Shinogu yet,
but tomorrow we start a tour of famous mountains in
Shinshu. Three days, two nights.”

“Three days and...two nights?”

“Yep. Shinogu and I will both be working on it. It’s the
perfect opportunity, don’t you think? I've made up my
mind to tell him how I feel sometime during the tour.”

e "

“And as his sister, you can help me.”

.............................

“Hello? Are you still there?”

“Yeah... You said ‘help.” What is it you want me to do?”

“Um...I'm sure you've already guessed. Tell him how
sweet [ am...say you like me a lot...say all kinds of good
things about me! Say how happy you'd be if I were your
sister. You know, things like that.”

“Oh.. kay...”

“But, to tell the truth,” she said with a laugh, “it’s
pretty much a done deal.”

W e

Wakana could barely contain her elation.

I took a deep breath.

“I mean, he asked me what it is a girl wants more than
anything else. I think he’s gonna give me a present!”

“Oh...””

“The last day of the tour is my birthday!”

Suddenly it hit me.

[ counted on my fingers.

Yep.

That day was also my birthday...

“But just to be sure, don’t forget the sister strategy.
okay?”

Beep beep beep beep beep beep.



I listened to that sound with my cell phone pressed to
my ear long after she had hung up.

Shinogu was coming back home that day. He needed
to pick up some stuff for the tour.

All this just when I had been thinking about telling
him how I felt!

I had been going to talk to him as soon as he got back.

But...he was going to give her a present...

Worse still...he was going to do it on my birthday...

Shinogu had given me a present every year for my
birthday, and he’d always asked me ahead of time what I
wanted.

Just the way he’d asked Wakana this time.

“I'm home!”

Shinogu’s voice sounded from the entrance.

I couldn’t make myself go to greet him.

“] gotta work tours for viewing cherry blossoms three
days in a row.”

*Oh, really?”

Shinogu lied to us over dinner that night.

Shinogu. ..

.
'Itolloticllt.l.Ill..lllt.......
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“Hey, do you tour conductors ever get romantic with
each other or the guests on overnight trips?”

My heart almost jumped out of my chest when Aka-
chin asked Shinogu this question.

“No. Besides, I only work day trips.”

“Oh.”

Aka-chin appeared to lose interest.

“Anyway, you be careful,” Mom said. “And cut back
on the jobs. The money can wait.”

Shinogu nodded.

“Hatsumi, hurry up and eat. Shinogu, can you play
with Hii-kun?”

[t was the usual Narita dinner-table scene.

Except Shinogu didn’t say a single thing to me.

Early the next morning I saw Shinogu off by myself as
he was leaving with his mountain-climbing gear.

What do you want for your birthday?

I had waited until the last moment to hear him ask me
this question.

“Well, I'm taking off.”

He put his hand on the doorknob.

“When 1 finish with the job I'm coming back here—
not to the apartment.”



“You didn’t have to lie about the cherry-blossom
tours,” | said,

“Hatsumi...”

“Did you think everyone would worry if you said you
were going to stay overnight on a mountain-climbing
tour?”

Shinogu sighed.

“No...it...it wasn't that...”

“Was it...because you’'re going with Wakana?”

“Hatsumi...”

I couldn’t bear to look at him.

*Wakana’s pretty and she’s...a good person. I wouldn’t
mind having a...a sister like that...”

What was I saving?

Dumb! Majorly dumb! Majorly majorly dumb!

I turned my back on a stunned Shinogu and ran to my
room.

Bam!

The sound of the front door slamming rang hollowly
throughout the house.

Even though it was Golden Week, I didn’t feel like
going anywhere, so [ just stared at the walls all day.
At night my frustration built up.
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Maybe by now they’d finished eating dinner and were
taking a walk and watching the beautiful starry night sky
together. ..

“Urrrgggh!”

I scratched my head.

While I was taking my sweet ol’ time, Shinogu had
been snatched up by someone else.

Aka-chin had lectured me about this once.

“Hatsumi, you don’t do anything. Whenever you're
invited on a date, you just go...and then let it drop.
You're always so passive. I've never seen you take action
yourself. It would be unfair if you got what you wanted
like that! Me, I bust my butt to get who I want!”

She was absolutely right.

I was a coward.

I was pitiful...

Come to think of it, a while back when she was trying
to get Ryoki, Aka-chin did pull a lot of stunts— like
falling down on purpose and acting as if her ankle were
sprained—all designed to draw him in close to her body.

What’s more, at the university there must have been

hordes of girls just as elegant and beautiful as Wakana.
I had never thought of that before.
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But it must have been true.

[ bet it was like that at his workplaces as well.

What if some student he taught privately was a really
cute junior-high student like Akane?

What could I do?

He was with them behind closed doors...

Or at clubs full of hypersexy young ladies gushing
with pheromones.

I was roadkill...

I stood no chance against them.

Poof!

A little devil appeared inside my head. A devilish
Hatsumi.

“So are you finally feeling the heat?” she said.

“Don’t be ridiculous!™ This from a new arrival. An
angel Hatsumi.

“What with his cool demeanor of late and other girls
popping into the picture,” the devil continued, “I'd say
you are way stressing it.”

The angel Hatsumi stewed in silence.

“Don’t forget. Shinogu is a guy.”

.............................................................



The angel spluttered and at last was able to offer a
reply.

“I'll tell him how I feel...in a little while.”

“In a little while?! Content to drag our ass, are we?”

“The worst could happen any minute! Quit standing
around gaping, you freaking slowpoke!”

“Slowpoke...”

“Come on, let’s get the hell outta here!”

“Wha—7”

The little devil laid hold of the angel and they both
disappeared.

“Good morning..."”

“Oh, Hatsumi! You're up early!”

*Yeah..,"”

I hadn’t slept a wink.

“Morning.”

Akane was also up. She was going on a hiking date
with Subaru.

“Breakfast is ready. Go ahead and eat,” Mom said,

“And here, this is for you.”

..........................

Mom placed a big package in front of Akane.

“I packed you lunch.”

*Mom! You're the greatest!”

Akane was in the best of spirits. She pressed the lunch
box to her cheek.

That was when it happened.

The phone rang.

Mom answered.

“Hello?... Yes, this is the Naritas...”

“Yes...uh-huh...oh...”

From the sound of her voice, something was clearly
wrong.

Her hands were trembling.

After hanging up, she slumped to the floor.

“That was Shinogu’s friend, Kazama. He said Shinogu
went looking for a tourist who got lost in the mountains. ..
and now Shinogu’s missing, too...”

“What?” Akane cried.

I couldn’t say a word.

My throat was closing up.

“That can’t be! He said he was going cherry-blossom
viewing...”

I was finally able to make myself speak —

“Actually...he was going mountain-climbing...”

...............................



“I guess...he didn’t want to worry us.”

Mom started chewing her lip.

For a while, 1 just sat in a daze.

Shinogu was missing...in the mountains. ..

He might.. .never...come back?

I might never see him again?

And I had been so rotten to him the last time we
talked...

Akane and Subaru canceled their date.

Subaru came over with Asahi.

Dad was taking the bullet train back from Osaka.

Mom buried her face in her hands and cried and
cried.

“I told him over and over that he didn’t have to worry
about the money...”

Everyone was scattered around the room with their
heads down.

Asahi sat down beside me.

*Hatsumi, are you all right?”

I came back to myself with a start and took out my cell
phone.

“I...I'm going to try calling him! Maybe then...”

The room was silent. Shinogu’s phone didn’t respond

at all.

.............................
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“Hello? Hello? Shinogu! Answer me! Please!”
“Hatsumi, Shinogu’s lost...”

Akane’s voice was an almost inaudible whisper.
Dad arrived around lunchtime.

There was still no call from the tour site. . .

Time passed quietly and slowly.

What was Shinogu doing?

Was he injured?

Was he cold?

Was he scared?

It was almost nightfall.

What if he were attacked by bears or wolves. ..

“N-no...that can’t...happen...”

My mind had started to drift away...

“Hatsumi! Be strong!”

When I came to, I found Subaru had caught me as I
toppled off the sofa.

“Subaru...I’m sorry. I just don’t know what to do...”

On a usual day Akane would have been on my case
asking what the hell T was doing, but that day she just
looked worried.

“I know it’s difficult,” Subaru said, “but let’s just wait
until he calls. Okay?”

. & 0w



“Hello? May I come in?”

Kazama appeared. He was holding a big plastic bag. It
looked like food.

“Hello, everyone. You may all be tired, but you have
to eat something to stay strong!”

*“Thank you...” Mom said.

“They looked for him all day today...helicopters, the
police, firefighters... They conducted a search of the
mountain with about a hundred people, but they couldn’t
find him.”

Silence settled over the room.

“They’re planning on starting again first thing
tomorrow morning.”

“Ok. Thank you for everything.”

Dad bowed in gratitude.

“Shinogu will be all right. He’s a real tough guy.”

A convulsive cry escaped me.

*Nnghn...Shinogu...”

I thought I was going insane.

“I'm sorry, Asahi, but could you help Hatsumi to her
room for some rest?”

Mom sounded so tired.

“Sure.”

Asahi led me to my room and I lay down on my bed.

For the longest time | just let Asahi rub my back.

Toward morning [ was dozing off when I had a

dream.

I was walking through a gauzy mist.

I didn’t have much confidence, but I was going in the
direction I wanted.

When I turned around, Shinogu was there.

Relieved, I kept going.

Every now and then I would turn around. ..

And Shinogu was always there.

It was going to be all right.

Shinogu had always protected me.

But still I was anxious every time I turned around...

Worried that he might not be there.

Yesi..

If we could just walk along together. ..

Holding hands so we never got separated...

That way, I'd never have to worry again.

I turned around again as this last thought went through
my mind...
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But Shinogu was gone.

He was walking away down a side street.

“Shinogu! Don’t go! Stay with me!”

No sooner had these words escaped my mouth than he

was enshrouded in mist and disappeared.

*Shinogu!™

| awoke with a start.

Asahi was asleep facedown on the bed.

I let her sleep and went into the living room.

“Hatsumi...”

No one looked like they’d gotten much sleep.

“Hatsumi, today’s search is going to start soon. Let’s
keep our hopes high,” Kazama said.

1 nodded.

“Yeah...”

As Kazama had said, Shinogu was going to be all right.

I tried to have courage.

If everything had really been all right, though, Shinogu
would have been home already.

When I thought about that, my inner unrest started all
over again.

“Hatsumi, eat something,” Mom said. “Here’s the food
Kazama and Subaru brought.”

I shook my head.
I sat on the edge of the sofa and hugged my knees.

I’d never experienced such anxiety before.

The afternoon passed...and still no news.

Kazama called the tour site periodically, but there were
no developments.

To make matters worse, rain had started to fall and the
search was running into difficulties.

The clock struck two, then four...then six.

It was almost nightfall.

“Another day is ending. Poor Shinogu... What if he’s
dead?”

Aka-chin was mumbling, her expression blank.

“Akane!” Mother scolded.

Shinogu...dead...

Shinogu’s...dead. ..

1 stood up.

“I"ll go look for him!™

Kazama stopped me as | darted for the door.

He pulled me into Shinogu’s room.

“Hatsumi, you’ve gotta calm down. I'm sure Shinogu’s

all right.”
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“But...they’ve been searching for two days
already...”

*Hatsumi, this is for you...”

Kazama pulled a small package from his pocket and
handed it to me.

“It’s a gift from Shinogu.”

“Gift?”

“Today’s your birthday, right? Shinogu ordered it,
but it got delivered to the apartment so I brought it with
me.”

My mind went blank.

“But isn’t it for Wakana?”

“As if! Shinogu only ever thinks about you. He forced
this job as a tour conductor on himself just so he could
buy you this.”

“Look. Shinogu’s so googly-eyed over you he’d take
vows and become a monk if anyone else ever got you!”

*Are you sure? Then why...”

Shinogu asked Wakana what it is a girl wants more
than anything else. Thar was for me?

“What should I do?”

Tears dropped from my eyes.

To think I doubted Shinogu for even a moment.
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I was so ashamed of myself.

I was wretched.

Shinogu...

I wondered what he was doing at that moment.

Was he okay?

Was he hurt?

Or was he..,

What would I do if...if [ really never had the chance to
see him again...

“I haven’t told him yet...that I love him...even though
I still can’t say what type of love it is,” T cried, pressing
the little box to my chest.

“I haven’t told him yet that he’s the one I love best and
I won’t let anyone take him away!”

Kazama'’s cell phone rang.

“Hello?”

Kazama listened to the caller for a while and then let
out an exclamation.

“Thank God!”

At the same time he pumped a fist high into the air.

.............................

10 If You Don’t Mind Being with Me,
Would You Wear That?

Kazama was driving me to the hospital in Nagano
where Shinogu had been hospitalized.

“It’s just like him to go looking for one of the tourists
even though he was just a part-timer.”

“Yeah. But I'm glad the tourist was okay.”

*“Too bad Shinogu got hurt instead.”

“I wonder what his condition is.”

“Well, we won’t know until we get there. But really,
I'm glad they found him.”

I nodded.

“Hey everyone, Shinogu and the tourist were found

...............................



and taken to safety!”

When everyone had heard Kazama'’s news, they’d been
overcome with relief. The very next moment, however,
they sent up a roar of cheers.

Shinogu...

[ fully realized that day how much Shinogu had become
a member of our family.

“I'm going to go see him.”

“Yes, you do that,” Mom had said with a smile that lit
up her whole face.

“But before that, Hatsumi...Happy Birthday!”

Mom produced a cake from the fridge.

“We all want to congratulate you before you go.”

“Mom...thank you.”

I felt like crying again.

I once overheard a conversation between Mom and
Shinogu.

It was clear Mom already knew the way Shinogu felt
about me.

She said it would be nice if things worked out between
me and him, because then, even if he officially left the
family, he wouldn't really be leaving, and both of us
would always be her children.

It probably wouldn’t happen until way in the future,

but I thought it would be great if I could see Mom smile

for this very reason.

“So what was the present?” Kazama asked.

“I haven't opened it yet,” I replied. “I wanted to open
it with Shinogu...so...”

“Ohhh, I see...”

The car rapidly approached its destination.

“By the way, how’re things between Akane and that
baby-faced boyfriend of hers?”

“What do you mean?"”

Hold on a minute... Why was Kazama asking this?

Sensing my suspicion, Kazama flashed a grin.

“Hey, I'll give it to you straight. I want Akane for
myself. Adorable little Subaru is all right, but don’t you
think Akane and I would make a better couple?”

Hmmmm... He said it so simply in that cool style of his
that I couldn’t bring myself to say anything in response.

“I...had no idea...”

Subaru...hang in there!

...............................
---------------------------------
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...............................

*

Without realizing it, I nodded off from exhaustion.

“Hatsumi. We're there.”

I jerked awake.

Before my eyes was a cozy, clean-looking little
hospital.

We asked for Shinogu’s room at the nurses’ center.

“Um...how’re his injuries?” 1 asked one of the
nurses.

“He has a minor fracture in his right leg. He’ll be able
to leave the hospital in about two weeks.”

Kazama and I each heaved a sigh of relief.

Cautiously, I peeked into Shinogu’s hospital room.

He was asleep.

Wakana was seated at his bedside.

She stood up when we entered.

“T heard you’ve been keeping him company since they
found him...” Kazama said. “Thanks.”

“It means a lot,” I said, bowing my head. “Really.”

Wakana looked exhausted and even had circles under
her eyes. She smiled faintly.

“It was nothing... I guess I'll be going now...”

She quietly made her way toward the door.
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Partway there she turned around and looked at me.
“It seems like Shinogu’s special someone was a girl

with the same birthday as me...”

I stood over Shinogu.

He must’ve been so tired.

He must have had a really difficult time.

I'm sorry...

[ couldn’t protect yoit.

My heart ached all over again.

My eyes kept filling with tears as I sat on one of the
stools by his bed and watched his face while he slept.

He had said that happiness would run out if you didn’t
save up.

If I stayed beside him forever, then maybe his happiness
would never run out...

Because I'd be happy and he’d be happy and we'd
have two whole persons” worth of happiness.

I felt this way because just being there beside him
made me ever $o0...ever so...happy.

“Ha...tsumi...”

Shinogu opened his eyes.

“You came...”

I nodded.



I glanced to one side. Kazama had chosen that moment
to disappear.

“I'm so sorry I...made you worry.”

I shook my head repeatedly.

Tears fell left and right.

I took the small package from my bag.

“Thank you for this.”

Shinogu smiled weakly.

*Kazama?”

I nodded.

“Tactually had some suspicions about you and Wakana.
Sorry.”

Shinogu looked at me in surprise.

“Come to think of it, Nana did say today was her
birthday. When I said ‘Happy Birthday' she started
crying... Did I do something wrong?”

“Yeah...I guess you did. A little.”

Now maybe Wakana would give up on Shinogu once
and for all.

“May I open it?”

“Go ahead.”

When I opened the package. I gasped in surprise.

1%

“Aring!

It was small, but it had a diamond.
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I stared at it with wide eyes for a while

“If it’s a bother, you can just throw it away. But il you
wouldn’t mind, could you just hold on to it” Al Task Is
you hold on to it.”

“Shinogu...”

“] just wanted to express my feelings to you clearly.
Shinogu continued.

“I was thinking about submitting the annulment form
once 1 saved up enough money to repay our parents even
a little for raising me—even if just the school expenses —
but now T also want to repay the debt that Mom mentioned
the other day. It’s shameful, I know, but it’l] take some
time to do that. When that day comes, though, if...you
don’t mind being with me...would you wear that?

My heart felt ready to explode. All of this somehow
hurt...

But I was overjoyed.

I couldn’t say anything at all.

All I could do was slowly nod.

Shinogu seemed to be smiling,

I had so many things I wanted to say...

But my heart was so full of emotion that 1 couldn’t say
a word.

“This...isn’t a dream, is it?” Shinogu asked.



I shook my head and wiped away my tears.

Yes...

He had said something similar once before, the time
he’d watched over me from inside a nearby car one cold
night. Shinogu said he was going to work, but he actually
stuck around to make sure I was alright.

“May I hold you?” he had asked.

I had thought I needed to help him get warm. ..

...so I nodded.

Thump. . .thump... thump...

With our bodies clasped together, I could feel his
heartbeat.

In the end I was the one who was warmed by him.

When Shinogu let me go, he said, “I can’t believe...I
was holding you like that... I felt like if T let go you might
vanish...or that maybe I was just dreaming...”

And I had said, “It’s not a dream.”

God, I'm really sorry.
I...I love my own sister.

I promise to not tell anyone. To keep it a secret.
So...

please, God. ..
Let Hatsumi always be by my side.

............................... Hot Gimmick S

Please, let Hatsumi be mine alone.

Shinogu had always felt this way...
He was looking at me and smiling slightly.

“Brudder!”

“Shut up! I'm not your brother. I'm leaving your
house. So stop calling me that!”

“Waaah...”

“Stop it. 1 said, stop it! Your mommy 1l find us. I'm
going home. Even if I'm all alone there. I'm going
home...by myself... So there...”

“Doan cry, Brudder. Do you have a owie? Doan cry.
Gubboy, gubboy.

“Iss okay. Owie go 'way. Hami-tan make owie go
way. You be okay. So doan go, pleez? Hami-tan love my
brudder. Love my brudder.”

“Go home, will you...I told you to stop following me
around...”

“No! Hami-tan stay with my brudder.”

“I’m not your brother... Achoo!”

“You cold?”’

..........



“Leave me alone.”

“Hami-tan make you warm.”

“Why're you rubbing me like that?”

“Get warm.” She sniffed. then sneezed.

“Hey! You’re the one who's cold.”

“Hami-tan not cold. Hami-tan with my brudder so not
cold!”

'l be with brudder.

Get warm.

I lied when I had said I forgot inside the elevator.

That was the first time I knew what it meant to feel
warm. ..

“Hatsumi. Happy eighteenth birthday.”

“Thank you...”

Shinogu lightly closed his eyes.

He fell back asleep, and I held his hand gently in my
OWIL.

“It’s so warm.”

I held the ring tightly against my chest.
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I'm sure...some time soon...

Yes...it won’t be long...

Whether he finishes repaying his debt or not...

I'll stop viewing him as my brother.

I’'m certain of it.

My feelings will grow to suit this ring.

I just know it.

The next time Shinogu wakes up...

I’m going to lay my heart bare...

I close my eyes, still holding his hand tightly in my
own.

I see Shinogu in my mind, but this time, rather than
watching out for me from behind, I can see him walking
with me side by side.

I can clearly see the two of us...

...together.

The End

..................................



Afrerword

....................

Whether you're a fan of the manga or are reading Hot Gimmick
for the first time, hello!

My name is Megumi Nishizaki, and I'm the one who wrote this
special version of HG.

It is always nerve-wracking to novelize a manga series as
popular as this one.

“You ruined the way | imagined it!”

“l hate it!"

“I'll kick your @$$!”

..efc.

I'm such a coward that for a few days after the publishing
date | was cringing in my closet from fear that someone who
didn’t like what | had written would break into my place and
harass me.

HG depicts the youthful psychology of its characters with
immense sensitivity, but since I'm not as young as | used to be,
it wasn't easy for me to do this... (Boo-hoo...)

Well, anyway, the ending of this novel is slightly different
from the original story.

In the manga, Hatsumi and Ryoki end up happily together
(Arrgggh!)...but then what happened to Shinogu? Was he really

going to lock himself away forever in some monastery? Certainly
not!

8.

| wrote a story based on the idea of what would happen if
Hatsumi hadn’t met Ryoki at his secret place at the very end of
the original story!

Yes, all you Shinogu fans around the world, here is what
you've been waiting for!

First of all, you're able to find out in depth about Shinogu’s

childhood. | ——
And what’'s more, this is a story in which Ib he@ms very

probable that Hatsumi and Shinogu will become a couplettl
“What?” )
“Don’t beat around the bush!
“What do you mean?” . .
If you feel this way, i1l all make sense once you've real \
book. .
So come on now and move your body over to ”‘." cashler! .
Even if youre a fan of Ryoki’s, why not read it just for fund

Heh.)
( Azusa’s in it a lot, too, so you Azusa fans should read it,

too!

Miki Aihara began helping me way back at the ‘_%II.I}:I’ ol
drafting the story line. Thank you so much for your r]elp and for
your great illustrations, Miki! 1 am also very much indebted to
my publisher, O-sama.

yﬁl\jnd finally I'd like to offer my thanks to all you readers who
are now connected to me through this book! Thank you so very

much! ‘ |
| look forward to meeting you again someday!

This has been a message from Megumi Nishizaki—who rece?tiy
crashed for a grand total of nineteen straight hours of sleep!



Hello! This is Miki Aihara.

How was Hot Gimmick S (the “Shinogu Vading versioil? |
would have loved to write and illustrate it as o manga 101 eosid
have.

Because 1'm a gamer, I'm not averse 10 the idea ol i story hiving
different endings depending on the choices the characters ninki
along the way. [ actually like the idea that in so doing it is possible
to look at the same story from a number of different angles. For this
reason we decided on publishing this novel.

In the original manga, Hatsumi chose Ryoki, but whatif she had
chosen Shinogu? It would be great if readers coulc}&,;ifﬁf] y this story
as an alternate ending following on the heels ofé;}g;jumc 11 of the
manga. oy

Lt

This type of attempt is actually quite rare. I’%;&pwtty nervous

about what each reader’s rcaf;tigﬂ' ag_ill be, but I’Ié_: be ecstatic if
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people enjoy it. o 5 %
Ryoki fans could just i%ggom this as a parallejé“@_tia'ry_,.\.vyhiie

Shinogu fans can regard tili%‘;;és having the true endingt ®.. g
Finally. 1 would like to express my sincerest appreciation 10

Megumi Nishizaki, who made; a;%fg!'é‘at ngyel out of my convoluted

story line. LA )
Thank you so very much. §

i

Miki Aihara ”
October 2005 .+ T
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