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CHAINED by Rai

Part 1: Why couldn’t I die? And though I live, why can’t I love?

Black hair. The soft strands fell just below her shoulders. She ran her fingers through her hair, pushing the bangs away from her eyes. Black eyes. She blinked as she leaned back on her chair. 

The doctor sat across from her. She wore a white lab coat that showed a simple tan blouse underneath and soft gray pants. She sat in front of her desk with a notepad and held a pen in one hand. It was a familiar moment, similar to her always wearing dark shirt and pants. Nothing different. 

“Ichikawa-chan, how are you feeling today?”

*****

Dark eyes. Stern. He turned his back on her even as she threw her arms around him, holding him tightly. Tears flowed from her eyes no matter how hard she tried to hold them back.

“You promised....” Her voice wavered. He stood silent, not lifting his arms to hold her as he always did when she cried. “I’m sorry...I’m truly sorry....”

“I’m sorry too.” The words stung her as they left his mouth. His voice was closed and expression firm. “I have to go.”

“No....no...don’t! Please....” She spoke forcefully; her last words became a plea, trying to make him understand. Hot tears ran down her cheeks. She felt him push her arms away. 

She couldn’t stop him. She sank to the ground in pain.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry...I’m sorry....” Her cries were a litany upon deaf ears. She collapsed as she pressed her hands against her chest and cried.
*****

“Fine.”

The doctor wrote something on her notepad before looking back up at her.

*****

Turning the knife in her hand, she studied the edge of the blade. Already her left arm had cuts from the inside of her wrist to her elbow. But it was pointless, only a few drops of blood appeared. She was tired. The silence seemed to overwhelm her. Tears sprang to her eyes again. She gritted her teeth as she lay on the floor. It was useless. So much pain. Ignoring the handle, she grabbed hold of the blade, it barely cutting into her hand. Pulling herself up to a sitting position, she held the knife vertically above her wrist. Without another thought, she raised her hand and stabbed downwards. 

She winced in pain but it wasn’t enough. She did it two more times on her left arm and made a small cut in her right arm before she fell into unconsciousness.

*****

“You’re leaving the institute today.”

“Yes.”

*****

A stack of papers were placed beside her. A box of various things was dumped on the table in front of her bed. 

“You’re not to leave this room until you complete these assignments.” The woman closed the door with an audible click of the lock.

She was alone. Somewhere in the back of her mind, she remembered someone saying that she was never really alone, that she was being monitored. If she was to do anything to harm herself, people would come in to stop her. She blinked. She was staring at the ceiling. Turning her head, she looked at the papers that were placed on the bed. She grimaced as she noted the thickness. Her face felt weird from a long while of not moving. Her body felt numb. She moved her hand, her finger coming to rest at the top of the pile of papers.

‘What is your dream?’

A single question on a blank page.

*****

“Where will you living?”

“I’m staying at an apartment in Minato-ku, near the station.”1

*****

She had a single goal. She strived for it, unwilling to let anything dissuade her. At times she faltered, but she stayed focused and her persistence allowed her to overcome obstacles. Slowly, she neared her dream. 

“You’ll never make it.”

Her will shattered. She lost sight of her goal. So she stopped.
*****

“Will you be working?”

*****

‘It’s okay for your dreams to change. If you give up on something, don’t let it be because of someone or circumstances. If your dreams change, let it be because of your own choice and decision. If the change is not of your own volition, it will result in doubt and regret.’

*****

“Yes.”

*****

‘Do you accept yourself?’
*****

“I’m glad to hear that.” The doctor turned and looked through the file that was on top of her desk. “You are almost done with your medications. Your next appointment will be in one year. Call me if there is anything wrong.”

*****

‘Maturation is only a phrase in which to describe the changing self. No matter how you try, you will not be able to stay the same. Even the you that is now, is different than the you that was an hour ago.’

“That is true. I’m not the same as I was five minutes ago.”2 She whispered as she placed the scissors back on the table. 

*****

“I will.”

*****

‘Write down weaknesses that you have. Rip up the paper into little pieces. Not because you’re ridding yourself of these weaknesses, but acknowledging them as part of yourself. Only you know what these weaknesses are. The majority of the time, the public does not understand enough to know. You can make the decision to let others know, or just keep them to yourself. It’s okay. But don’t be ashamed. It’s better to know your limits so that you can handle situations as they come.’

*****

The doctor smiled at her. “Is there anything you would like to discuss?”

*****

I’m afraid of getting hurt.

I’m afraid of failing.

I’m afraid of returning to the dark place where I couldn’t get out from.

*****

“No, everything is going well.”

*****

‘Write down a question you have at this moment.’

*****

“Fine. I will see you next year than, Ichikawa-chan.”

The young girl got up from the chair and the doctor walked her to the door. She stepped out into a hallway. The cold white atmosphere was a stark contrast to the warmth of the office. She walked down the corridors and through the large doors to the outside. Stepping out into the morning sun, her lips formed into a small smile.

End Part 1

1 Minato-ku is a district in Tokyo. The area is close to Tokyo Tower.

2 “Even the me from five minutes ago won’t come back. They’ve all disappeared.” – Dr. Katusko, Loveless episode 6

Part 2a: Watashi …. I….

“Don’t leave!” 
“I’ll come back...I promise.”

A young girl held onto a hand of a man who was in mid air. Wings sprung from his back, lifting into the skies and casting a slight shadow upon them. The man placed a hand upon her cheek. Tears streaked her face.

The words were not there, but she knew those would be the lines once added. The script of the current chapter of ‘Crescent’ sat beside her.1 However, she didn’t even need words to understand the beauty and sorrow of the lovers on the page. Fujiwara-sensei was a genius in her own right: her drawings portrayed emotions that flowed from the page. A simple kiss, passion under the wisteria trellis...everything spoken and unspoken formed the ethereal world that immersed her characters and made them real. 

It was an honor that she, Ichikawa Yumi2 was able to work at MOMO studios under mangaka Fujiwara Ayumi.3 It was Fujiwara-sensei’s wonderful storylines and flowing drawings that made her stand apart in the shoujo manga industry. Yumi only hoped that what she adds will not distract from Fujiwara-sensei’s vision.

Afterall, she is only a background artist. If her art blends in and becomes unnoticed by the public’s eye, than she had succeeded. 

“What do you think, Ichikawa-chan?”

Yumi looked up. A tall figure stood beside her desk. He ran his fingers through his hair, pushing them back away from his dark eyes.

“Akimoto-san! These pages are amazing. Fujiwara-sensei is unbelievable.”

He flipped through some of the pages and carefully pulled one out (while holding the space with his finger.) He lifted up the tissue paper separating the pages and showed it to her. “This one is my favorite.”

It was a two page spread. The right side was nearly blank except for the wisteria blossoms that framed the scene. On the left, the angel laid upon the flowers. His wings were slightly folded, iridescent and soft against his unclothed body. His eyes closed in a sweet slumber with one hand thrown above his head and the other rested on his chest. 

Yumi breathed in softly as if she didn’t want to disturb the figure on the page. She turned her head and glanced at the other’s face. His eyes were quiet as he studied the picture before him.

Akimoto Taiki4 was one of the main artists that assisted Fujiwara-sensei. He started drawing doujinshi when he was 13 years old and entered the manga industry at 16, working at various studios.5 At 25, his experience and talent would have more than prepared him to work on his own manga. Some of the editors even encouraged him to do so, but he declined saying that he enjoyed working with other mangakas and their works rather than his own.

Akimoto-san personally took on the task of training her when she first came to work at the studio. He was patient in teaching, but can also be very intimidating and strict at times. Under his guidance, she was able to learn very quickly. His serious nature renders him almost unapproachable, but he helps anyone who asks and even offers his assistance when needed. 

“Yumi-chan?”

“Hai!” She looked up as she answered. A young woman beckoned to her. Her hair framed her face with bright eyes and a wide smile. She held a large sketch pad in one arm.

“Can I see you for a moment?”

Yumi handed the picture back to Akimoto-san. Giving him a nod to excuse herself, she walked around her desk. ‘Yes, Fujiwara-san?”

They started walking to Fujiwara-sensei’s office near the back. “I have something I would like for you to do.”

End Part 2a

1 I don’t know how manga is made so everything in this story that alludes to the process from script to art is from my own deductions. ^-^

2 石川弓美 Ichikawa Yumi  means ‘stone river beautiful bow’ (bow as in bow and arrow)

3 藤原歩 Fujiwara Ayumi  means ‘wisteria fields walk’ (walk as in walking your own way)

4  秋本大輝 Akimoto Taiki means ‘autumn book large radiance’

5 Many mangakas began their careers by drawing doujinshi. By drawing from pre-existing series, artists gain their experiences while allowing them to create their own style and plot.

Part 2b: Kimi…. Aitsu…. You…. Him….

A person of love can care for more than one person.

A person of love can also hate.

One-sided love makes a person shine. If the love turns to hate than bitterness forms.

Love is never meant to stay the same: it grows, changes...or disappears.1

Two people are never meant to understand the other completely since they are of two minds. Love is when they keep trying while comprehending that differences in thoughts will always be there.2

Two people who love each other show their love the only way they can, even if it’s not what the other one expects.3

If the motion of love was unexpected, the other should accept it since it was done with love.

Relationships should not be defined by moments but by the making of memories.

Human beings are creatures of fault and love is a tainted experience of pain and sorrow. They try to reach for the heavens in hope to become like angels...purity and love without doubt and without end.

Taking pity on the sorrowful creatures on Earth, angels attempt to convey the essence of love to humans. Alas, humans will never be able to understand completely...but that may be part of love as well.

Under a crescent moon they meet. Hoping only to understand the other. Hoping only to be with the other. Hoping only that the future will bear more than the pain that is now.
Yumi looked up from her desk. The office was silent. No wonder, since the clock on her desk read 19:23. She stifled a yawn as she glanced over her paper. She looked back up as the door opened.

“You’re still working.” Akimoto-san walked over to her.

She smiled at him. “Yes, Fujiwara-san needs this by tomorrow morning….”

“What are you writing?”

“It’s a description for the ‘Crescent’ artbook…. “

He gave her a smile. “Ah yes, Ayumi-san told me that she wanted you to write a small piece after reading some of your poems.”

He looked at the paper in front of her. Her writing was nearly illegible since she usually writes on a whim, quickly getting down anything that she is thinking of.

“This is very good, a wonderful complement to Ayumi-san’s drawings.”

She shook her head. “There is still room for improvement. Some of these words need to be changed.”

“Did you write this as well?”

Yumi turned her gaze to the thinly stapled pages at the side of her desk that he was pointing at. “Yes....”

“May I...?” She nodded as he picked it up.

He sat down next to her and started reading as she continued her work on the description. Ignoring the time, she composed until she was satisfied with what she wrote. She typed it up and printed it out. After placing the paper in a folder, she left it on Fujiwara-sensei’s desk with a short note. Akimoto-san looked up as she walked over to him.

She couldn’t really see his eyes, since his long bangs hid them from view. He spoke without preamble. “Can I take this home to read?”

Her face reddened in surprise.  “Ano, sure...though it’s only a short story...and it’s not very good. I’m still working on it....”

When he brushed back his bangs, she could see his soft smile. “I’m enjoying it thus far.”

He walked with her out of the office and onto the sidewalk. At the streetlight, they parted ways. It was much later when Yumi realized that Akimoto-san never mentioned why he went back to the office that evening.

End Part 2b

1 “Utako-san,do you believe in eternal love?” “Heck no! I don’t want things to stay the same forever. That would be extremely dull. I like the way it feels to fall in love. And I only want that joy to intensify!” – Makoto and Utako Ogawa, Man of Many Faces vol. 1

2 “…romantic love will blossom when you and I accept each other as strangers. Different people, different hearts.” – Utako Ogawa, Man of Many Faces vol. 2

3 “Even if we get to the blissful stage where the love and affection is mutual, we are still two different people. You can’t expect the object of your desire to love you in the exact same way you love her.” – Utako Ogawa, Man of Many Faces vol. 2

Part 3: Can I get another chance at my dream?
“A story with a past is much more meaningful than one without...don't you think?”

Yumi looked up from her desk. Akimoto-san stood next to her chair holding some papers. He placed them on her desk. It was her story. He sat down next to her. She placed down the pencil and screen-tone papers1 that she was holding.

“I enjoyed your story very much. You have a great talent for writing. Ayumi-san also told me she really like what you wrote yesterday.”

“Thank you.” She smiled softly. To be complimented by Akimoto-san was an honor, but Fujiwara-sensei mentioning that she likes her writing as well.... It was no wonder that she felt her face redden. 

Akimoto-san sat down next to her. His eyes seemed to be studying the pages on her desk. “I'm just wondering...about the background of your characters. It just seems like there is more to the story than what you wrote.” He turned his head to face her.

She looked down at her story quietly as Akimoto-san continued. “There were so many problems before the lovers could be together. And it wasn't as if fate set them apart, it seemed as if the girl couldn't bring herself to love him.”

“You wouldn't know it was true love unless there were trials to overcome” She knew her tone was closed. She attempted to lighten her voice. “But it's only a story-”

“Yes, and that's what intrigues me.” She lifted her head to find Akimoto-san smiling at her.

He brought up a sketch book that he had placed on the other table. Flipping to a page, he placed it before her. A figure with long hair and delicate eyes. The face was simple and beautiful. Drawn only in pencil, the colors were shades of gray, but seemed to shine softly all the same. She turned to him, uncertain of how to respond. “It's beautiful.” It was more than that, but she didn't recognize the girl on the page. It wasn't a sketch of 'Crescent', unless Fujiwara-sensei created a new character.

He smiled even wider, seeming to enjoy her confusion. Finally taking pity on her, he pointed to the sketch. “This is the protagonist of your story.”

She stared at him, eyes widening in surprise. “What?”

He flipped to the next page which featured a young main with broad shoulders and a long face. “As I read your story, I became inspired. Images just popped into my mind and I sketched them out. It was vivid. I wanted to speak to you since I wanted to see if you would like to turn your story into a manga.”

She gasped, her eyes becoming even larger (if that were possible.) “What?” Her mind knew she was repeating herself, but it was a shock. Finally, her voice caught up with her thoughts. “I don't think its good enough....”

He went back to the original sketch of the girl. “I know it's not exactly how your characters look, so I'm hoping to work with you to create the characters that you-the author-envisioned.”

She shook her head in embarrassment. “No, that's not what I meant. Your sketches, they're wonderful. I just don't think my story is good enough.” She placed her hand on her story, trying to formulate the words to express her thoughts. “I've always dreamed of my story becoming a manga, but I know I'm not much of a writer. And my art is limited.”

“It's very good. Have more confidence in yourself.” 

Her heart seemed to stop. She drew in breath quickly which caused her to become dizzy. Placing her hand against the desk, she tried to steady herself. If she wasn't seated, she knew she would have fallen. Her mind called for her to focus.

“Ichikawa, are you all right?”

“Yumi-chan?”

She looked up. Akimoto-san was still sitting beside her. A cup of water was placed in her hands. It was Fujiwara-sensei. She smiled at her.

“Taiki-kun showed me your story, I hope you didn't mind. When he told me his idea, I thought it was wonderful. Think it over; I think it'll make a great manga. I can't wait to read it.” She winked at her before leaving them.

Akimoto-san studied her in concern. “Ichikawa-chan, are you feeling ill?”

Yumi shook her head and forced out a small smile. “I'm fine.” She took a sip of water before placing it upon her desk. She picked up her story and silently read the first line. Lifting up her head, she met his gaze. “In response to your original question, there is a bit of a back-story to this. Perhaps it can be made into a prologue.”

He nodded as he smiled. “Yes, that would be a good idea. Perhaps we can talk some more about this later.”

She agreed.

*****

“I'm going to finish sketching out the first few pages of the first chapter tonight. We can present the plot and drawings to Hara-san2 next week.”

Yumi nodded as she listened. Papers were scattered all over the table. The initial manga sketches were being formed. Her heart quickened as she saw the story unfold through curves and lines. Most of the drawings were done by Akimoto-kun. She made some simple sketches to give him a better idea of how the characters appear in her mind. Other than that, Akimoto-san drew from his own mental images. Yumi was surprised at how clearly he pictured her story. 

Her own work included the notes that she made so that she can expand on some of the scenes as well as dialogue between the two main characters. Some parts obviously needed to be re-written. The story that Akimoto-san read was only an extremely unedited copy. She was still embarrassed at being praised over such unpolished work, but she was determined to go over her writing and edit as much as necessary. Akimoto-san discussed the plot with her in detail and made some directional suggestions. However, he had insisted that she change only what she felt was needed.

“It's your story. Tell it the way that you want. If something is altered that you had not wished it to, the result would only cause even more discord among the lovers.” He gave her a small smile as he said this.

She drew in some details on the first page, highlighting some of the lines. Carefully, she added in the text on the rough sketch.3

“Who are you?”

“Who do you think I am?”

It wasn't a proper introduction, but it was how it began.

“Why are you here?”

*****

She turned to him. “Even though I know it's going to be difficult, I want to try....” She leaned against him and placed her head against his shoulder. “It has always been my dream.”

“You have to decide for yourself and distinguish a dream from your goal.” He was a voice of reason. She smiled despite herself.

“My dream and my goal is one in the same.”

He tilted her head up to look at him. His eyes were serious. “Once you begin, you can't give up. You must have confidence in yourself. If not, than you'll never make it.”

Her eyes wavered under his gaze. Her voice became soft. “I have never had much confidence...but I want to try.”

“Try...I believe that you can. I believe in you.”

His embrace was warm.

End Part 3

1 Screen-tone papers are patterns that highlight mangas. They form the different shades, texture and styles that accent a scene. Examples include speed-lines, dots and sparkles.

2 原 Hara means “wilderness”

3 Manga pre-001 ^-^: The manga drawing process can be separated into 3 parts. The initial part refers to a rough sketch of the story. It includes the ‘boxes’ or ‘lines’ that are seen to separate the scenes and direction. (Asian format: right to left, top to bottom, inside than outside…etc.) The characters are drawn, but it’s mostly outlines with minimal attention on eyes, mouths, hair, clothes, posture and movement. The text is also written in bubbles. Everything about the initial part is very plain with very few lines since the mangaka only needs to get a feel of how the scene really is and where everyone is located. (The footnoted area is referring to the initial part of the process.)

In the second part, the picture is drawn in detail. Shades, backgrounds are included. The characters have concrete expressions. The ‘boxes’, ‘lines’ and ‘text bubbles’ have more definitive form. Text is written in. Everything is inked, screen-toned, patterned…etc…in the third part. Sound effects are added. The result is than copied/printed for magazines and tankoubans (volumes.) – (paraphrased) Fullmetal Alchemist Guide vol. 1

This is only referencing the basic manga process of Arakawa Hiromu-sensei. I don’t know if all mangakas create this way, but this is the process in which I’m referring to in the story.

Part 4: Is it better to know or to stay unaware of the reality around me?
The streetlights reflected onto the ground that was wet with rain. Yumi closed her umbrella. The rain had stopped a while ago.

“My favorite part of the story is trying to understand why they are they way they are, their thoughts.” Akimoto-san turned and gave her a small smile. “It seems kind of strange, but I want to be able to understand why she is hiding from him.”

“Hiding?”

He nodded as he continued. “Being unable to speak to him directly, avoiding his questions…its fine not knowing, but I wonder why. Your future readers will ask the same thing.”

There were so many questions that she was unable to answer. She felt bad, but she couldn’t explain it either. Akimoto-san was so enthused with the idea of drawing the manga, and though she was equally thrilled as well, she still found it difficult to express the background of her characters.

It was a simple love story, the girl in love with the boy who loved her back. A beautiful beginning but the inability to continue their relationship stems from the inability to express herself. 

Yumi frowned at that thought. 
“Since the story will be in the girl’s point of view, do you think you will be able to give me a written dialogue by next week?”

Yumi nodded as they stopped at a corner. 
“It would be good to have some sort of understanding why she is in pain, Yumi-chan.”

In pain….
“Why she ran from him when he confessed to her.”

Pain.

She pressed her hands against her chest. Something seemed to have grabbed hold of her heart and squeezed, unable to let her breathe easily. Closing her eyes, she sank to the ground.

Akimoto-san ran to her. “Yumi-chan! What’s wrong? Are you okay?” He placed his arm around her shoulders, helping her to sit up.
“I’m fine….” She tried to focus, but her mind was still spinning.
“Let me take you to the hospital.” His voice was amazingly calm. She didn’t know why she thought so, but it seemed to lessen the frantic beating of her heart. 
She placed her hands on the ground, holding herself up, trying to stand. “No hospital, its okay…I’m fine, really….” She felt dizzy, unable to move. She turned, lifting her face to look at him.

Behind him. Darkened eyes framed the face. Her face. 

Who...?
Her head fell back as her eyes closed.

*****

“Do you really love me?” He said this slowly, without preamble.
She was shocked to hear the question. “Yes, of course!”

Sitting up, he ran his fingers through his hair. His eyes were distracted as he turned away. She sat up as well. Slowly, she reached towards him, but didn’t touch him. Incapable of speaking, she waited.
“I feel…a distance between us. I care for you so much, but I don’t know if you feel the same about me.” She saw his face, his eyes were filled with sadness.

Unable to take it anymore, she grabbed onto his hands. “Please don’t say that. I care about you…I just don’t know what to do….” Her voice wavered and diminished to a whisper. “I don’t know how to show you….”

As she felt his arms circle her, tears came to her eyes. He touched her face gently. “I’m sorry for making you cry…. I want to know why…sometimes I feel that you shrink away from me.”
“I’m not…I’m the one that is afraid you’ll leave me…”
“I’ll always be here…I love you.”
He kissed her eyes and than her lips. He lowered her onto the bed. Closing her eyes, she pushed all other thoughts away. 
Fear. Doubts.

She held him tightly, savoring only the moment, immersed in his warmth.

*****
A white ceiling.1
Yumi blinked a few times. She turned her head to the side slowly. A figure was bent over a large worktable with a bright lamp. The shade was turned so it would not reflect into the room, only shining onto the desk. Akimoto-san turned towards her.

“You’re awake.”

She narrowed her eyes in confusion, unable to sort out her thoughts.

“Where am I?”

She followed him with her eyes as he went to a connecting room. She heard water being poured and he reappeared with a cup in hand. He knelt next to the futon (she was lying on.)

“It’s my place. You said no hospital so I had to take you home. My apartment was closer anyway.”

She pushed herself up slowly into a sitting position and took the tea he offered her. “Thank you.” She remembered walking, fainting. There was so much pain. She grimaced as she pushed the thought of pain away.

“How are you feeling?” Akimoto-san studied her a bit.

She paused in thought. After a moment, she replied. “I feel fine now. I don’t know what happened before.” She looked up at the clock on the wall. 11:47 Her eyes widened as she placed the tea to the side and pushed the blankets away. “I’m so sorry for bothering you so late. I’ll be going now-”

He stopped her as he placed his hand gently on her shoulder. “No, it’s too late. You can stay here tonight.” 
“No, I couldn’t….” Yumi was embarrassed to have bothered him in such a way.

He shook his head as he pulled up her blankets. “You collapsed so suddenly. It wouldn’t be a good idea for you to go back home right now. Rest here tonight.”
“What about you?”

He stood and walked back to his desk. He picked up a few pieces of paper before he turned to smile at her. “I can sleep in the living room. I spend most of my nights on the couch anyway.”

“I’m sorry for inconveniencing you like this….”

“It’s fine, as long as there is nothing wrong.” He walked over and handled her a few sheets of paper.
She took the papers and flipped through them. She gazed back up at him in surprise. “These are so beautiful…you did this when you got home? So late….”

He laughed. “I started drawing them last week. They’re only the outlines for the manga. I do most of my work at night.” He checked himself as he glanced at the clock. “Do you want something to eat?” She shook her head as he walked over to the dresser. “I’m going to take a shower. Just close the light when you want to go to sleep.” He indicated the light switch along the wall as he walked out the door.
Yumi stood up slowly, feeling slightly unbalanced. She walked to the table and picked up the rest of papers. Akimoto-san had already almost finished the first chapter and made the initial sketches for the second part. She placed her finger upon the page softly, unbelieving that it was her words decorating the page.
“I….”

“No, you don’t!”

“I do….”

“Don’t say it! I don’t want to hear it! I don’t want to know….”

“Yumi?”
She startled as she felt a hand upon her own. She looked up and caught Akimoto-san’s eyes staring into hers. His hair that was still damp fell over his quiet face.
“Are you crying?” His voice was undeniably soft.
Yumi looked down and noted a drop of water upon the page. She gasped as she grabbed a piece of tissue next to the table and quickly dabbed the page. “I’m sorry…I didn’t know-” There were only a few drops, but how could she had let them fall onto the page? They were his drawings!
He halted her movements as he placed his other hand on her arm. She could feel warmth evaporating off his skin. She noted unconsciously that it was probably from his shower. 

Akimoto-san touched her cheek gently and tilted her face up to meet her eyes. His expression was still. She clenched her teeth and closed her eyes away from his gaze.
Smack!

She stepped back, moving away from him. 
End Part 4
1 “A white ceiling.” – Neon Genesis Evangelion episode 2
Part 5: To say ‘I like’ so easily is meaningless, right?
Yumi had pushed his hand away with her arm. His expression didn’t change. She ran out of the room, but stopped suddenly. She leaned against the wall as her head started to hurt. She lowered herself to the ground, unwilling to fall. She felt herself being lifted into someone’s arms before she blacked out again. 

Akimoto-san’s….
*****

Yumi opened her eyes. She raised her hand to her face. Her eyes were dry. She rubbed them as she turned her head. The room was dark, but she knew it was not her room. She could hear the soft breathing of Akimoto-san sleeping outside. She was still at his apartment.
She had acted irrationally. Akimoto-san meant her no harm. He was just as concerned as she with her tears falling. Those drawings were going to be shown to Hara-san the following week. The editor would than decide if MOMO studios would take on this new project. She sighed.

She had not expected to cry. She had written the story without much thought. She had read through those pages many times without any tears. Perhaps it was Akimoto-san’s characters. Seeing her words with their expressions on the page was different than reading the words themselves. It must’ve been that.
She acquiesced to that conclusion.
*****

“Just leave your clothes in the basket here.” Akimoto-san handed her a towel and a robe as he pointed to the basket in the outer room of the bathroom.1 “There is a washing machine downstairs for the tenants.”
Yumi nodded as he turned and closed the door. She had woken up late in the afternoon. She felt fine, but Akimoto-san was worried about her fainting twice so he suggested that she stay awhile. Also, the rain poured outside in thick torrents. Yumi told him that she could call a taxi to go home, but HerHhERhe insisted. She relented.

The water was deliciously warm. She relaxed into the gentle spray. The drops cascaded down her face, flowing from the top of her body to the feet. Like tears. She dismissed that thought.
After her shower, she opened a drawer and found a stash of new toothbrushes that Akimoto-san had indicated. Opening one, she brushed her teeth and than dried her hair. She slid open the bathroom door and reached down to the basket at the floor.
“Akimoto-san? My clothes….”

He didn’t look up from the stove. “Your clothes are being washed downstairs. They should be done soon.”

Yumi reddened in embarrassment as she knelt at the table. “Ano, you didn’t have to. I could have washed them after my shower.”

He walked to the table and placed a bowl in front of her. “It’s no problem. Here, beef noodle soup with vegetables.”

She smiled at him. “Thank you. Itadakimasu!”2
“Itadakimasu!”

*****
“Have you been tired lately?”

Yumi looked up from her noodles. She placed her chopsticks back on the table before answering. “If you’re referring to me fainting, I’m not sure.” She thought for a moment. “I am more tired than usual though.”

Akimoto-san studied her with concern. “Is it because you’re working on the new manga?” 

She shook her head. “If that was the case, you should be more tired than me since you’re the one drawing it out. I’m not sure what the reason is.”

She watched as he stared at his bowl of noodles intently before he spoke. “I find that the times we work on the prologue of the story, you become apprehensive. If you don’t want to include that in the story, please let me know.”
Yumi’s eyes widened in surprise; she didn’t quite follow. “What? I-”

“You seem to tense up. It might be stressing to you. Could that be the reason for your fatigue?” Akimoto stared at her softly but his gaze was intense. She lowered her head.

“There is no reason for it to be any sort of stress to me.” Although she tried to soften her tone, she knew her voice was still hard.
Yumi felt a hand pressed upon her shoulder, but she didn’t look up.
“I’m only concerned.” The soft voice was next to her head, the hand was warm. 
He turned her towards him and placed his hands upon her cheek. Tilting her face up, he pressed his lips gently against hers.
A kiss.

“I care about you, Yumi. I have fallen in love with you.” His breath washed over her face.
She shivered and retreated from him, but he circled his arms around her.
“You don’t have to say anything; I just want you to know.”

“I feel a distance between us.”

“I can’t….” Her heart quickened from his confession. Emotions rushed through her as she searched for the words.
“Hm?”

“You shrink away from my touch.”
She placed her head upon his shoulder. “I can’t…I don’t know my own feelings.” Confusion reigned over her thoughts.
“It’s fine.”
“I don’t know if you feel the same for me.”
“Akimoto-san, I-”

He stopped her words with another kiss. She felt her face burning.
“You don’t need to respond right now.” He smiled at her.
Sequences filled her mind, pictures and scenes. She pushed people away. She couldn’t reveal her thoughts. Saddened, she buried her face against his neck quietly.

“I don’t need to know everything.” His voice was soft. “Right now, this moment is most important.”

But what happens when she couldn’t respond? 

He stood up. For a moment she felt bereaved, as if she lost something.

“I’m going to get your clothes.”

Yumi watched as Akimoto-san left the room. 

A sound caught her ears in the silence. She turned towards her bag that was placed next to the table. She pulled out her cell phone that was vibrating.
“Hello?”

“Ichikawa-chan, I know it’s not time for your appointment, but you need to come back to the institute.”
End Part 5

1 This bathroom area has two separate rooms. The outer room is for undressing and clothes can be placed here so they won’t get wet. The inner room is the main area with the shower. Since many Japanese homes have the toilets in another room, I will just say (even though it doesn’t really apply) that the toilet is in the main area as well. Afterall, this is a small apartment. ^-^
2 ‘Itadakimasu’ is a phrase spoken before eating. I don’t have an exact translation, but it basically means “I will humbly partake of this meal” It’s a phrase of appreciation as well as signal that they will start eating.

Part 6: Can I live without knowing why?
She crossed the street to a large white building. The trees and surrounding areas didn’t change much, but she was only gone for over half a year. She walked to a side entrance and stepped up to the window.

“ID card please.”

She pulled out her card and handed it to the guard behind the glass.

“Ichikawa Yumi, you may enter.”

“Thank you.” Yumi waited as the doors opened.

*****
The door opened and Yumi stepped through.
“Sensei?”

“She is not here yet.”

The voice. Her voice.

Yumi’s eyes widened. A girl stood by the window. Even in the dim light, she could tell. Even with the hair falling about her waist-longer than her own-the front parted to the side, she could tell. The eyes, face and the figure. They were copies of each other.

The girl narrowed her eyes in confusion. Unconsciously, Yumi mirrored her expression.

Another door opened from the side as both girls turned towards it. A woman entered. She wore a dress suit with a white lab coat hanging over her arm. She smiled at her guests.
“I’m Dr. Kawazoe.1 I’m the director of the experiment.” Her voice was clear and firm. She walked across the room and stood in front of the desk. “I know this is very sudden, but I would like to thank you for coming, Ichikawa Amane2 and Ichikawa Yumi.”

The girls looked at each other.

*****

Kawazoe-sensei handed them each a folder. A label was printed on each with their names on it as well as something in English.
“Phileo….”3 Yumi frowned.

“It means ‘friendship’ in Greek. Philia.” Kawazoe-sensei turned to the other girl, Amane. “Yours is ‘eros’ or ‘erota’, meaning ‘love of the body’ or ‘lust’ in Greek.”

Amane placed her folder upon the table as she glared at the doctor. “I don’t understand.”
Kawazoe-sensei placed another folder on the table before explaining. The girls noted the label. “Agape, which means ‘love of the soul’ or ‘pure love’ in Greek.” She opened the folder and pulled out a picture. “That is the name of Ichikawa Kumiko,4 the third child in this experiment.”

The same black hair, cut short with dark eyes and small smile. “Why isn’t she here?” Yumi inquired.
“Is she coming?” Amane added.

The doctor placed the picture back in the folder. “No, Kumiko-san is dead.”

*****
“You were all born and raised at this institute. Independent of each other, you knew you were part of an experiment, but the type and details of the experiment were not revealed to you. We controlled the environment and interactions with you so we could monitor your behavior.” Kawazoe-sensei paused as leaned back in her chair and noted her listeners.
“Are…there more of us?” Yumi wondered aloud.
The doctor turned to her. “If you’re asking if you have any other sisters or if any brothers exist, that is no. You three were triplets.” She allowed herself a smile as she saw their surprise. “Amane is the oldest, than you, Yumi and Kumiko was the youngest. You were specially created for this experiment from the moment of conception. Any information pertaining to your parents or whomever donated the sperm and egg will not be disclosed, even now.”

“We have lived this long without knowing, so I doubt it would make much of a difference.” Amane interjected softly. Yumi couldn’t help but agree.
Kawazoe-sensei looked at both of them in seriousness. “That isn’t the point. The three of you were the main test subjects. Your codes, ‘eros’, ‘phileo’ and ‘agape’ refers to the level of interaction and feelings you were able to develop. All humans have different levels of all three types of love. However, the experiment was to see how well each of you interact and live with just one type of love. Basically, the other two levels of emotions were restrained in each of you.”
Silence.

“The three of you showed similar characteristics, but of course, your interactions with others showed the differences in your capability to feel for them. ‘Eros’ is the most obvious; being that the individual is unable to feel any sort of attachment to another other than physically.”

How could Kawazoe-sensei say such a thing? Yumi turned to Amane in shock, but the other girl seemed to just gaze at the doctor silently. Her face was reticent.

“‘Phileo’ and ‘agape’ was difficult to distinguish at first, since both individuals lacked the physicality of love and was concentrated mainly on inner emotions. But what surprised us that you, Yumi-san was able to make friends while Kumiko-san was very introverted.” The doctor took a sip of tea before continuing.

“Yumi-san, you tried to commit suicide three years ago. The reasons you gave for your actions were concerning a young man who broke up with you.” Yumi didn’t say anything. “‘Agape’ also pertains to ‘unconditional love’ and it was contrary to our hypothesis that such a thing should happen to this subject, but Kumiko-san also commit suicide. It happened last week. We believed her reasons were that she was unable to develop a close relationship with anyone.” 

She pointed to their folders. “Any information that you see in there pertains to the studies made from your interactions, reactions and impressions from your birth until now. You can read them now, but you will not be allowed to take them back with you. I’ll give you time to look them over.” Kawazoe-sensei stood up and left the room.
Yumi looked at the other girl who opened her folder and was flipping through the pages. “Ano, Ichik-”
“Just call me, Amane.” The girl looked up and smiled at her. Yumi returned her smile.

End Part 6

1 川添 Kawazoe means ‘riverside’

2 天音 Amane means ‘sound of heaven’
3 ‘Eros,’ ‘phileo’ and ‘agape’ are three different types of love in the Greek language. As mentioned in the story, they distinguish between ‘eros’ which is ‘lust,’ ‘phileo’ which is ‘love of friends’ and ‘agape’ which is ‘unconditional pure love.’
4 久美子 Kumiko means ‘eternal beautiful child’
Part 7: Can I live without loving?
“Amane-san, where do you live in Japan?”

Amane shook her head. “I moved from this institute in Japan when I was 2 years old…or so I was told. Ever since then up until now, I live in Paris, France.” She picked up the other folder, ‘agape’. “It seems that Kumiko was also here until she was 2. Then she moved to a facility in Los Angeles, California. Amazing, I always wanted to go to the United States.”

Yumi noted the calmness and straightforward tone in her voice. Like her, Amane have always been a test subject. They didn’t know what was going on, always doing as asked and taking things as it comes. Being detached in this situation was natural to them.
“Did you ever try to commit suicide?”

The elder thought for a moment before answering. “Strangely enough, it never crossed my mind. If I think about it, I am also not close to anyone. Hearing about my part of the experiment, I guess this is a good explanation as to why I have a lot of lovers.” She laughed not bitterly. “I always took it as a natural reaction, not being able to express any sort of emotion outside of physical touch.” She turned to Yumi. “Why did you try to kill yourself?”
Yumi looked down. “I thought it was because he left me. But now that I think about it, I was unable to really love him. The extent of my affection had limits. I kept on making wrong choices and hurting him.” She turned to the other girl. “He always said that I was running away from him…and perhaps I was”

Amane frown. “But if he loved you, than how you felt towards him shouldn’t matter.” She laughed. “I heard that somewhere, but I don’t really understand it.”

The two girls laughed as Kawazoe-sensei entered the room again. “Do you have any questions?”
Amane turned to her as the doctor returned to her seat. “What is going to happen now?”

“Since the third test subject is no longer available, you will no longer be a part of this experiment. Further participation is not needed. You won’t have any access to these facilities once you leave. However, if there are any medical complications due to your past participation, you can contact your respective doctors to request for assistance.” 

Both girls nodded in understanding before Kawazoe-sensei continued. “There is one more thing. You have a choice to return the normal emotional functions to your body. You can have all three emotional aspects of love.”
“How is that possible?” Yumi inquired.
Kawazoe-sensei pulled out a picture of the human brain from her folder. She pointed to the top of the head. “This is the cerebrum. The outer layer is the cerebral cortex which corresponds to the neocortex or the neopaullium. The neopaullium controls human emotion.”1 She placed the picture on the table and faced the girls. “As soon as you were born, a small plate made of organic alloy was placed upon the neocortex in order to control your emotion. That plate can be removed, but the operation is risky. We don’t know for sure if proper emotional levels can be re-established once the plate is removed, but from the research that was done on this subject, it is highly probable.”2
The doctor looked at both of them in turn. “You don’t need to make a decision right now. But we must ask you to remain at the institute if you wish to go through with the surgery. This facility and the experiments involved are still confidential. That part hasn’t changed.”
Amane stood up. “I have no wish to go through with that. I’m already used to this, as this is the way I am.”
“Can I stay and think this over?”

Kawazoe-sensei turned to Yumi. “Of course.”

They walked towards the door. The doctor asked Yumi to wait in the room as she escorts Amane outside. Yumi bowed her head to Amane. The other girl paused and returned the gesture.

“Are you two going to stay in contact with each other?”

Yumi shook her head as she met Amane’s eyes. “I don’t think so.”

“I suppose we may be related in some way, but that is the extent of our connection.” Amane agreed. “It was nice meeting you though.”

End Part 7

1 I did a lot of research for this part of the story. It is true that the cerebral cortex is in the cerebrum area of the brain. The cerebral cortex can be separated into two types: isocortex and allocortex. The main portion of the brain in discussion (and major reference in this story) is the neocortex. It allows some control over emotional behavior, but (of course) it won’t be to the extent as inferred.

2 This experiment is fictional. As far as I know, there are no such studies being done concerning the different aspects of love. Experiments on human emotions are very difficult to do scientifically. Sociology experiments have better understanding and methodology than the hard sciences concerning this subject. As said in the above footnote, I have taken liberties with the extent of control the neopaullium has over human emotion. In truth, it is very limited. I exaggerate in order to write this story.
Part 8: Suki…. Like….
Akimoto-san entered the office and went to his desk. He pulled a large stack of papers from his portfolio and placed it on the table. As he took in his surroundings, his gaze landed on paper that has been placed on his worktable. There were only a few pages, typed and stapled neatly. He picked it up, read the first line, than turned to the last page. 
He had promised to stay, but promises meant nothing in this world. He had said that he would care for her through anything, but that was also without ground. Vague expressions of love are meaningless, like the tears that fell from her eyes. “I don’t want to be hurt again.” She comforted herself with that vow, but her heart filled with pain and she collapsed against the wall. “I will never be hurt again. I will never allow this to happen…I will never love again.”
His eyes narrowed as he continued reading.
Akimoto-san, here is the prelude to the story. I apologize; I won’t be able to be there when you meet with Hara-san. I will be away for a period of time and I don’t know if and when I will be able to come back. If I don’t come back, or wake and forget, please forgive me. But if I am able to survive and remember, I want to be able to tell you how I really feel.

I haven’t thought of a title for this story yet, so I’ll leave that to you. ~ Yumi

“Ayumi-san!” 

She looked up as Akimoto-san ran to her. “What’s wrong?”

“Where is Yumi?”

Fujiwara-sensei placed her pencil on the desk. “Yumi-chan is not feeling well. She is going to be out for a few weeks.”

Akimoto-san ran his fingers through his hair anxiously. “Do you know what happened?”

The young mangaka leaned back on her chair before continuing. “She said that she is going to the hospital, but she said not to worry-”

“Which hospital?”

“Tokyo University Hosp-”1 Fujiwara-sensei didn’t even finish speaking before Akimoto-san ran out the door.
*****

Kawazoe-sensei approached the bed. Yumi turned her head slowly since an oxygen mask was strapped to her face. Her whole body felt numb as the anesthetic coursed through her system.

“How are you feeling?” The doctor checked the readings on the monitors that were connected to various parts of her body.

She struggled to concentrate before she could speak. “Tired.”

“Than go to sleep.”

“Hai….”

*****

“Can I ask you something, Amane-san?”

The girl turned to Yumi. “Yes?”

She hesitated before finally speaking. “Two nights ago, I was walking on the street with one of my co-workers. I happened to feel faint, but before I passed out, I thought I saw someone that looked exactly like me. At first I thought it might be my imagination, but since you are here….”

Amane shook her head. “No, I arrived in Japan only this morning.” She paused for a moment before continuing. “Perhaps you caught your reflection in something.”
Yumi watched as Kawazoe-sensei led Amane out the door. “Perhaps…it was me.”
*****

“You may go in now, Akimoto-san.”

Akimoto-san….

The young man entered the hospital room. As painful as it was, he couldn’t turn away from the silent figure on the bed. Her face was white as was the hospital garments that she wore. Her hair, or what was left of it was under the bandages that were wrapped around her head. They had to cut most of her hair off since they needed to operate on her skull.
A brain tumor. Thankfully benign.2
“That must be why you were so tired.”

No, I was in pain because I couldn’t express myself.

He sat on a chair beside her bed. The machines beeped around him, signaling to him and the doctors that she was still alive. He reached out and touched her hand. It was warm.
“Please, wake up.” His voice was firm.

I will try.

“They like the story. I am working on the first volume right now. Maybe it can be released at the same time as the next volume of ‘Crescent’. Ayumi-san jokes that we will become her competition. Perhaps we will….”
He paused and studied her eyes. They flickered, but didn’t open.

“Are you dreaming? It was my dream to draw, but I never thought of working on my own manga. In truth, that night when I met you back at the office, I was really there just to see you. Ayumi-san told me that you would be working late.” He smiled. “And than I read your story. It was amazing, as I first told you.”
He lowered his head next to hers. So close, he could hear her softly breathing in and out. “Yumi-chan, I will not pretend that I understand you. But I want to try.”
Two people are never meant to understand the other completely since they are of two minds. Love is when they keep trying while comprehending that differences in thoughts will always be there.3
“So please, open your eyes.”
I’m trying.
“Yumi sukidaiyo.” 4
~ owari ~

Its not that I can’t love,
it’s that I won’t give myself that chance.

My past haunts me,

scares me. I don’t want to fall.

Afraid of that moment,

I will run away from everything.

But how can I live that way?

How can I hope and dream?

To live a life without hope,

is death to the soul.

Chained to my past,

I died many times.

1 The Tokyo University Hospital that I am referring to is the ‘Research Hospital of the Institute of Medical Science’ at Minato-ku (close to where Yumi-chan lives. ^.^) I don’t know if they perform brain surgery there, but it seems like the appropriate department. As an added note, the other Tokyo U. hospitals, the main one as well as the Medical and Dental schools are both in Bunkyo-ku.
2 The cover-up reason given as to why there was an operation was that Yumi had a brain tumor. 
3 Look familiar? It’s a clip from part 2b. It’s line 5 from the description that Yumi-chan wrote for the artbook of ‘Crescent’.

4 Translation: ‘Yumi, I like you.’
