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Cast of Characters


An Introduction


Mitsuhiko Shiba (‘Mitsu’)


The beloved and strangely attractive manager of the Tenderness Koganemura, an outpost of a chain of local convenience stores operating in Kyushu, an island in Japan.


Nihiko Shiba (‘Tsugi’)


Brother to Mitsu and man of mystery who frequents the Tenderness Koganemura store. Wears a coverall with ‘Whatever Guy’ printed on it.


Jewel Shiba


Youngest of the five Shiba siblings, she’s an office worker in the same building as the Tenderness store and possesses a beauty that rivals her brother Mitsu’s.


Tarō Hirose


Part-time employee at the Tenderness.


Old Red


The self-styled ‘Mojikō Tourism Ambassador’, he wears bright red overalls and rides around on a three-wheel cargo bike. His quirky appearance has made him a household name in Mojikō.






About Tenderness


Tenderness is a convenience store chain operating only in Kyushu.


With the motto ‘Caring for People, Caring for you = Tenderness,’ the chain pays close attention to the well-being of their customers, serving bentō box meals and sweets emphasising local colour and flavours. Despite its small size, the Mojikō Koganemura branch in particular is one of its premier locations, thanks to the tireless effort and devotion of its manager, and the patronage of his many admirers.






[image: Illustration of six steamed rice buns arranged closely together in a neat cluster.]


Prologue


‘I want to go to Mojikō …’


It was the end of term at university and the teen boutique where I worked part-time was closed for the Obon festival. Lounging around the house with nothing to do, I sprawled on my beanbag talking to myself.


‘I want to go to Mojikō …’


About three months ago, I had taken my brand new car – I call her Pipienne – out for a ride, and happened to find myself in Mojikō for the very first time. I had never given Mojikō much thought, but after a few hours there, I fell totally in love with the place. Cute retro buildings dotting the landscape between the mountains and the sea, small side-streets bustling with people, delicious treats around every corner. It was like visiting another country.


And then, that convenience store. The Tenderness at the Golden Villa apartments.


I’ve been to stores in all sorts of places since then, but none of them have captivated me the way this one did. You can buy Tenderness products all over Kyushu, but there was something about the Golden Villa Tenderness in Mojikō. Maybe it had something to do with the store manager.


‘Please come back soon!’ he had said, smiling. I couldn’t get it out of my head.


‘I want to go to Mojikō …’


I was talking out loud, saying it for the zillionth time, when suddenly there was a whack on my head.


‘Ow! What?!’


I looked up. My friend Makio Tsuruta stood in front of me, hands on his hips. Makio and I have been friends forever – we’re like family.


‘What are you babbling about?’ he asked.


‘Huh? Oh, hi Makio. What’s up?’


‘What’s up? I’ve been parked by your front door forever, shouting hello, but no one answered. That’s what’s up.’


‘Oops. My parents are out right now.’


‘Yes, I can see that. And you’re lying around babbling about Mojikō. Waka, at least answer the door. Anyway, here. These are from my mum,’ he said, handing me a Tupperware full of ikinari dango – his mother’s steamed rice buns.


Ikinari dango are a speciality of Kumamoto, our neighbourhood, and the ones Makio’s mother makes are so good I could cry. They’re pro level – she could open a store, they’re that good, but she just makes them as a hobby, which is kind of a shame.


I popped open the Tupperware right away and bit into one. It was delicious – tender, crumbly sweet-potato filling and luscious red bean paste, sweet but not too sweet, wrapped in a slightly stretchy rice-flour skin, perfectly chewy, exquisite as always.


‘Yum! So good. But, Makio … Don’t you have anything better to do?’ I snorted a little, wondering why a third-year university student was running errands for his mother.


‘I don’t need to hear that from a babbling couch potato,’ he retorted. Which was fair enough. ‘I mean, why Mojikō?’ he asked. ‘That’s in North Kyushu, isn’t it? Why do you want to go to the middle of nowhere?’


Makio gave me a quizzical look, and I got a little mad.


‘The middle of nowhere? People shouldn’t comment on things they know nothing about! Mojikō is great!’ I told him all about my little trip there three months ago, and all the good things I had found, and declared, ‘I think it’s awesome, anyway. And I want to go.’


‘So why don’t you?’


‘I want to! But Pipienne … poor Pipienne …’


Two months ago, I had driven my beloved car Pipienne into our family rice paddy. I was driving home, humming a happy tune, when all of a sudden a little white cat jumped in front of the car, and I had to yank the steering wheel to one side. Part of the rice paddy was ruined, too, and the cost to tow and repair Pipienne was insane. The white cat may have turned out to be just a plastic bag. But at least I wasn’t hurt at all.


My dad was so furious that the rice he had been labouring over for most of the year had been ruined that I lost custody of Pipienne. She’s back home from the mechanic now, but she just sits in the barn, gathering dust.


‘You were there for Pipienne’s rescue mission, weren’t you? No matter how much I want to go, I can’t!’


‘Hmm,’ Makio said. He thought for a second, then said, ‘Okay, Waka, why don’t I take you? I want to take a look at this Mojikō that you’re so in love with, see what it’s like. If you don’t mind me tagging along, I’ll drive you there.’


I had completely forgotten that Makio had a car of his own – his father’s old Honda Civic. It was the deep maroon colour of a sweet red azuki bean, so of course I had nicknamed it ‘Azuki’.


‘Azuki’s air conditioning is a little weak, isn’t it?’ I joked.


‘Okay, forget it,’ said Makio. ‘I won’t take you.’


‘I’ll go, I’ll go!’ I laughed.


So we were off to Mojikō, the land of my dreams.


It had been a while, but the atmosphere was as pleasant as ever. The sky and sea were bright blue and the sea breeze felt good on my skin. Even Makio forgot to make fun of it being the middle of nowhere.


‘It’s a great spot, isn’t it?’ I said. ‘Look over there! They even have rickshaws!’


‘It is pretty cool,’ he admitted. ‘Not thanks to me or anything, but still.’


I had eaten the famous baked curry au gratin the last time I was here, but I had looked it up after I got home and discovered that each shop had its own secret recipe. So we went to try one of the other restaurants that I had noticed, but there was a surprisingly long line. We agreed that must mean it was really good, and we queued up.


‘It’s warm here. But it’s cool to eat hot things when it’s hot.’


‘Makio, you really get it, don’t you?’ I clapped my hands in delight. ‘But let’s go for ice cream after, okay?’


‘Oh, for sure,’ he replied. ‘Ice cream in a place like this has got to be good.’


We ate the baked curry, sweat rolling down our faces, then took a stroll around the neighbourhood, lapping up ice cream as we walked. There was a sightseeing trolley that looked like it might be for tourists, so we got on. The trolley rattled slowly along, full of people, mostly parents with small children. Riding among them with Makio gave me a funny feeling. We had ridden on all sorts of vehicles like this, clinging to each other, when we were little kids. We had even slept in the same bed when our families holidayed together.


‘It feels kind of nostalgic, doesn’t it?’ I asked suddenly, and Makio nodded.


‘Mm. The stores, the streets, all that. Nostalgic.’


‘It’s not all brand new – there are old-fashioned things here, too. I like that.’


‘Yup. Feels good.’


Makio and I never needed to say much to understand each other. Childhood friends are good like that.


I giggled a little and Makio gave me a light nudge. ‘You’re smiling! You like hanging out with me, don’t you?’


‘I was just thinking how nice it is to have a childhood friend,’ I said.


‘Oh. Right. Yeah, it’s pretty nice …’


‘Anyway, I’m thirsty. That curry was spicy.’


‘Yeah, I guess. We can get something to drink when we get off the trolley. There’s got to be a convenience store around here somewhere.’


Makio’s words reminded me that I was here for a reason. My big goal in coming to Mojikō was to visit the Tenderness shop at Golden Villa.


‘Makio! Let’s get off here. I know a place!’


I grabbed his arm and Makio said, ‘Oh? Okay, sure.’ He seemed flustered, somehow.


We jumped off the trolley and, relying on my memory, headed off towards the Golden Villa Tenderness. The street that I had walked down so casually a few months before seemed to be shining brightly, as if it were welcoming me back.


‘Hey, here’s a store. What about this one?’


‘Nope. A little further!’ I said.


Makio followed along behind me, looking a little doubtful as I ploughed briskly forward. The sunlight was strong, and I was sweating quite a bit at this point, but I couldn’t stop. Would he be there? I hoped so with every fibre of my being. He had to be!


The signpost of the Tenderness popped into view. As the emblem of his store, it suddenly seemed even more precious to me than my own family crest. It felt like a fanfare of trumpets was blaring in my head.


‘There!’


Unable to stop myself, I broke into a trot. I had a vague sense of Makio running after me, calling out, ‘What’s going on?’


I ran straight through the car park and charged into the store. The familiar entrance melody rang out.


‘Welcome!’


The same gentle voice, caressing my ears. There was no mistaking it. It was him!


I looked around. There he stood, smiling calmly at the checkout counter.


‘Whoa. He’s handsome.’ I could hear Makio muttering behind me, but the words sounded far away in the distance somewhere.


Yes, this was it. Now I knew for sure. I had fallen in love with him. During that briefest of encounters, three months ago.


‘C’mon, Waka, let’s get some tea!’


Even as Makio spoke, I was running towards the counter. Watching me sprint towards him so quickly like that, the manager looked a little surprised, but smiled like he understood somehow.


Oh, don’t smile like that – I can’t take it! Just that simple smile made me feel like he knew we were fated to be.


‘Hi! My name is Oishi Waka! What’s yours?’


There was no time for hesitation, no room for embarrassment. The distance between us was too great – I had to close the gap somehow.


He blinked slightly, and then, in his sweet, sweet voice, the man said, ‘I’m Shiba Mitsuhiko. I’m the store manager.’


‘Mr Shiba …’


‘Yes?’


He smiled. A smile straight and true, aimed right at me, and just thinking about it made me sure I was about to get a nosebleed. All my life, whenever I get too excited, my nose starts to bleed. So I quickly lifted my chin, just in case.


‘Is something wrong?’


‘N-no! Thank you!’


There was no way I was going to let him see me with a bloody nose. But I could definitely feel it starting, so I ran outside, pinching my nose tight. I dashed to a hidden corner of the car park, out of view of the counter, and sat down. I let go of my nose and looked down, and the instant I did, there it was – a drop of bright red blood.


‘I’ve got it bad. Real bad,’ I mumbled to myself. I’m not a wordsmith at the best of times, but now all my words had vanished.


‘Hey! Waka!’


Makio was calling me. I looked up. He came running up, holding two bottles of cold tea. Seeing the state of me, he set them down, quickly pulled a pack of tissues from his pocket and handed one to me.


‘I was going to ask you what’s wrong, but I think I get it. You’re into that guy in the store, aren’t you?’


Makio sounded a little astonished.


I wiped my nose with the tissue. ‘Yeah,’ I admitted. ‘I think I really like him. It’s bad.’


‘Nothing bad about it. Your nose always bleeds when you’re with a guy you fancy. It’s ridiculous,’ he said.


He gave me one of the bottles. I took it with my free hand, and Makio took a long drink from the other bottle.


‘But this time you picked someone out of your league. He’s like the Manslayer from Dragon Quest.’


‘Yeah, I know.’


‘You have to choose someone closer to your level.’


‘No,’ I said, stuffing a tissue up my nose. ‘Not a chance. I’ll just level up. I’ll figure it out. But that means I need to get Pipienne back right away. So I can come back to Mojikō. To see Mr Shiba!’


Mr Shiba. Such a beautiful name.


If I could be with him for just a few moments, I knew the distance between Kumamoto and Mojikō wouldn’t matter to us.


As I made this declaration, Makio let out a sigh.


‘Probably shouldn’t have brought her,’ he mumbled under his breath.


‘Huh? What?’


‘I should have just given you the dumplings and gone home.’


I had no idea what he was talking about, but Makio just went on muttering to himself.


‘What’s the use? I guess I’ll have to live with it. Waka always sets her sights on the top prize, doesn’t she?’


‘Are you still going on about Dragon Quest? I mean, obviously, when it comes to the Quest, you don’t settle for a unicorn rabbit when there are bigger prizes to win. You have to test the limits.’


When I said that, Makio had more to say that wasn’t making much sense, like ‘I wonder if the prizes themselves can level up, too?’


Whatever. If he wants to play Dragon Quest so bad, I’ll lend him the game.


‘Well, anyway,’ Makio said. ‘Drink your tea. Today’s really just too hot.’


I did as I was told and put the bottle to my mouth. The cold, sweet tea slipped gently down.


‘Ahh … that’s good. Thank you, Makio.’


‘Let’s finish these and go home. Or did you want to try to go back into the store?’


I thought about it a little. I wanted to see Mr Shiba again, but I couldn’t risk another nosebleed. I needed to build up some resistance. I wondered if there was a crash course in not getting nosebleeds when confronted by Mr Right?


‘Let’s call it a day. I need to go and do some research on nose exercises.’


‘Well, that makes no sense at all.’


I looked up. The sky spread out above me, clear blue behind the brilliant white of the cumulonimbus clouds. Whenever I fall in love, my vision goes vivid like that, and the world takes on a beautiful glow. Right now, the world reflected in my eyes was as beautiful as it could possibly be.


‘The season of love has begun,’ I declared, and Makio grumbled.


‘Oh man, this is gonna be rough.’
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Chapter 1


On Love and Grandmothers


In the game of love, you have to save your progress frequently, or it’s Game Over.


Shino Nagata had recently learned that this was the way of the world. When you sense trouble, you need to meet face-to-face or things will quickly go south. And it’s absolutely essential to check your relationship status daily, particularly if your love score is low. Any little thing can happen, and in no time at all – Game Over.


People always talked about how adolescents were thin-skinned, but adolescent love – now, that was an infinitely more delicate thing. Shino had once seen a story online about the Mola mola, a fish said to be so sensitive that it frequently died in captivity. Love, she thought, was equally hard to sustain.


Shino’s ‘love’ had come to an end after a mere two days home alone. She had eaten some bad red-clam sashimi, spent two days sick in bed and stumbled into school on the third day still feeling unsteady, only to find that her boyfriend, Daisuke Kanazawa, had dumped her, and all he had to say for himself was: ‘There’s a girl I like.’


Apparently, while Shino was absent, an older girl, a year above them, had told Daisuke he looked like her ‘type’. They had swapped numbers, they got along really well and they had already kissed, he explained, which left Shino awash in a sea of questions.


‘Were my two days really the same as your two days?’


It was so strange that if it were a book, Shino would assume they had printed the pages out of order. But Daisuke just stuck out his lower lip and said, ‘Of course they were the same.’


Shino looked at him in confusion.


In other words, she thought, while I was home miserable for two days, unable to contact him, my boyfriend wasn’t worrying about me at all, but instead just switched to another girl?


Shino wondered if there was something she had done wrong. Maybe she had been too slow to get physical with him? But they had kissed – just touching lips lightly, to be fair, nothing too serious, but wasn’t that plenty for first-year high-school students? Going any further was a long way off. Shino didn’t think she was ready for that, and besides, she had been warned time and again since middle school that if the worst came to the worst, it would always be the woman who would suffer. But she didn’t like to think that Daisuke would break up with her over something like that. She’d rather imagine he’d had a fateful encounter, so powerful that he no longer cared at all about his bedridden girlfriend.


Not sure what to make of Shino, so deeply immersed in her thoughts, Daisuke bowed his head meekly and said, ‘Sorry.’ But then, just as quickly, he lifted it with an easy smile. ‘It was pretty bad of me, wasn’t it? But you’ll be fine on your own, won’t you, Shino?’


Shino’s mouth fell open.


Was he really palming her off with such a lame line?


Daisuke definitely had an adolescent side to him, Shino had often thought. He liked to throw around big words like ‘love’ and ‘eternity’. But still – had he really just said that?


Seeing Shino recoil at his words, Daisuke grimaced for a moment, then said, ‘Well, Yukari needs me …’ and ran off to take his place beside the new girlfriend, who had been secretly observing the whole conversation. Shino watched him go.


Meeting her shocked gaze with a sad frown, the new girl, Yukari, silently mouthed, ‘Sorry.’ Then she made a show of taking Daisuke firmly by the hand.


Shino and Daisuke had been dating since the spring of their third year in middle school. Daisuke had started things between them with a confession: ‘I like you. As a girl.’


They had been classmates ever since primary school. It was natural that they had become close, and maybe for that reason, Shino could still distinctly recall the intense awkwardness of Daisuke’s admission. She herself had harboured similar feelings towards him, but they had been too close for her to say anything about it.


‘I want us to go to the same high school,’ he’d said. ‘We should stay together.’


Daisuke’s grades weren’t so good, and the high school that Shino had set her sights on seemed like a difficult reach for him. But she’d replied, ‘Let’s do it!’ and they’d studied like mad, just the two of them. With her help, Daisuke eventually got the hang of things, his grades improved steadily and, as a result, the two of them were able to attend the same school after all. So this is what ‘smooth sailing’ means, Shino had thought happily, but she hadn’t imagined that her happiness could be so fleeting.


Or, for that matter, that Daisuke’s feelings could be so shallow. Watching Daisuke and Yukari go off hand in hand, she felt she had been cruelly mistreated.


Now she was just a minor character in another couple’s love story. Just like that, Daisuke had thrown it all away – Shino, who had been with him since primary school, and everything they had been through together in this time. So he was that sort of person.


Whatever ‘love’ that had remained inside Shino was extinguished instantly. It was like when you get tired of a game app that you’ve been playing nonstop, so you just uninstall it. Along with embarrassment over having been so obsessed with a game like that in the first place, she felt a vague determination to stop wasting her time on such things. She was a little disappointed in herself, but also a little proud not to have lowered her sights when it came to her high-school ambitions, just to cater to Daisuke’s academic shortcomings. In the end, she had resisted distorting her life for love, and that was worth something.


‘Teenage love is like a cicada during its single summer on earth. It’s born, makes a quick little buzz and then it’s over before you can say boo!’


It was dinner time, two weeks after Shino and Daisuke had split up. When the voice came on their television, which was never turned off, Shino looked up with some interest from the bowl of keema curry she was eating. A heavily made-up older woman was doing the talking.


Cicadas. So teenage love was doomed from the start – was that how it was? It would be a new answer to her own recent concerns. Maybe it didn’t make sense to obsess over ‘saving the game’. But still …


‘Cicadas, eh? That’s saying something.’


Her father, Takao, spoke from across the table, where he was having his evening drink.


‘Romance is no good for children. There are more important things to do with your time now. You understand that, Shino?’


Shino gave a perfunctory nod and glanced at the empty cans in front of her father. There were two. Hm, not drunk yet, she thought to herself.


‘Young women in particular have no cause to be dating,’ he continued. ‘Listen now, if I heard you were seeing a young man, I wouldn’t tolerate it. I’d have a few sharp words with the boy’s parents, before there was trouble.’


‘Dad, it’s okay. Don’t worry about it. I’m not seeing anyone, anyway.’ Shino glumly put a spoonful of curry in her mouth.


‘Good, good,’ Takao said, letting a tolerant note creep into his voice. ‘And let’s keep it that way.’


‘… And sex, with cicada love? Out of the question!’ The woman on TV continued her tirade as Shino turned back to watch. ‘With young people, it becomes a roller-coaster of sexual desire. They get all worked up, they think they like someone or love them, but ninety-nine per cent of it is hormones. It’s actually old-fashioned, giving yourself over to lust when you’re so immature. The idea that young people have to sow their seed so quickly belongs to another era, back when people died young. Let’s make it clear: these days, sex between teenagers is unnecessary.’


‘Ugh, gross,’ Shino nearly said out loud. No matter what her point was, listening to a woman of that age talk about love and sex during dinner with her parents was too much. Besides, anything with a sexual theme was untouchable in the Nagata household. It was a taboo topic, to be discussed only with careful words like ‘indiscretion’ or ‘faux pas’ that would obscure any racy curves, leaving only a vague silhouette.


What would Papa do if he knew that I had kissed a boy so often? Shino wondered suddenly. Would he yell, or just stare at her with contempt? When they heard on TV that a teen idol had announced her shotgun wedding, he’d always say, ‘Just shameless!’ So maybe he’d call her shameless? But then, when the idol’s teen-dad boyfriend declared, ‘I’ll take care of my wife and child no matter what,’ Shino’s father was full of approval: ‘Well said, young man!’


If I were a boy, Shino thought, and said that I had a girlfriend? He’d probably be impressed. Well, I guess that’s just how it is, but still.


As Shino mulled this over, the woman on TV kept repeating the word ‘sex’ as she spoke. Takao slammed his beer glass down on the table.


‘Vulgar woman! There may be some truth to what she says, but it sounds like she’s just aiming for shock value. Right, Yumi?’


Shino’s mother, Yumi, was freshening Takao’s drink. ‘Yes, dear,’ she replied absent-mindedly.


‘I don’t get it.’ On TV, a loud girl wearing a name tag reading ‘Yukihime (18 Years Old)’ spoke sharply to the older woman. ‘Teenagers know what love is. I mean, we love our children and all that, don’t we?’ The screen displayed a photo of her together with a young girl, so she must have been a teen mum. She had pink-beige hair, loud fingernails and wore a top that accentuated her cleavage.


‘Listen, there’s something wrong with this girl’s parents.’ A veneer of pity couldn’t hide the note of superiority in Takao’s voice. ‘She wasn’t raised right. She doesn’t understand the risks of teen marriage and childbirth.’


‘Yes, dear.’


Responding in the same tone as before, Yumi placed two small bowls in front of her husband. Glancing at their contents, Takao pushed one to the side and reached for the other with his chopsticks. He required snacks with his evening drink, but he had a long list of likes and dislikes, and some things he wouldn’t touch.


Shino took a peek at the bowl Takao had pushed aside and noted that it was full of simmered vegetables. As a child, Shino had been scolded time and again not to be picky about what she ate, but Takao himself never seemed bound by such concerns.


‘It’s a vicious circle, see? Children raising children – that’s a B-grade horror movie, there. Brrr …!’ Takao gave an exaggerated shudder.


Shino said nothing and focused on polishing off her bowl of curry. She wanted to get back to her room as quickly as possible. The curry was a little spicy. Her mouth was prickling, but she crammed it in anyway.


‘Thanks for dinner,’ she said and stood up. She gathered her plate and silverware and stepped away from the dining table, but Takao gave her a dry look.


‘What? Done already? We need to talk sometimes. Dinner time is family time,’ he said.


‘I have a ton of homework today.’


In the kitchen, Shino washed the dishes, then loaded them into the countertop dryer. Yumi, having finished preparing her husband’s dinner, was putting together a plate of curry for herself.


‘Yumi!’ Takao boomed. ‘Is Mother home yet?’


‘Your mother? She arrived just a few minutes ago. I called her when dinner was ready, but she hasn’t come in yet.’


‘She’s been out of the house every day lately. Maybe she’s made some new friends?’ Takao mused. ‘Shino! Go and call your grandma.’


‘Okay, okay,’ Shino said, suppressing her annoyance, and stepped into the hall as her father had requested. She tapped lightly on the sliding door to the guest room and called out, ‘Grandma, dinner!’


‘Is that you, Shino? Can you step in here for a minute, dear?’


Hearing a high-spirited voice, Shino wondered what was going on. Her grandmother – who had moved into the house about two months ago – was a bit cranky and habitually wore a frown. Shino had never seen her smile. Her lips were often pursed tightly in disapproval and there was a permanent furrow to her brow. At first, Shino had thought, Well, she’s elderly, so I should do my best to be nice. She had gone out of her way to make conversation: ‘Dad gets mad if he’s not first into the bath, you know,’ or ‘Mum buys a lot of prepared food, but sometimes it tastes even better than home-made, don’t you think?’ Small observations like that. She thought she might make her grandmother laugh, but the woman just looked annoyed, and said, ‘You’re a chatty kid, aren’t you?’ So Shino had given up the effort. Their exchanges were now usually kept to the bare minimum, so what was different today?
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